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Fun in War? 
ON RESEARCHING FUN AND ENTERTAINMENT IN
THE YUGOSLAV PARTISAN STRUGGLE
BY IVA JELUŠIĆ 
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Commenting on my research for the WarFun
project,  someone once remarked that I  must
be using a very broad definition of fun — one
that,  apparently,  included everything. In a
way,  they were right.  But my usage of the
term fun did not come from nowhere.  It
gradually emerged through engaging with
the sources I  had at my disposal .  Studying
fun in the setting of the communist-led
People’s Liberation Struggle
(Narodnooslobodilačka borba,  NOB) that
developed during the Second World War on
the Yugoslav territories inevitably raised a
number of conceptual questions.  First and
foremost,  probably l ike anyone who has not
experienced war,  I  wondered what could
possibly be fun for the inhabitants of
Yugoslavia who found themselves caught in
the vortex of that particular confl ict .  Primary
sources created during the NOB or
dedicated to the memory of the NOB offered
some clues.  That is ,  they revealed aspects
from which the topic of fun in war might be
considered, researched, and talked about.

It  was not at al l  encouraging – but,  I  must
admit,  it  was expected – that the NOB
participants very rarely,  almost never,  used
the term fun. However,  archival  sources,
especial ly various mil itary instructions and
directives,  abound with synonymous terms.
Of course,  the term motivation appears,  as
well  as (good) mood and cheerfulness.  And
singing, dancing, teasing and joking are
often mentioned as a means of achieving
this desired joyful mood. Memoir l iterature is
a bit  more generous on this matter as it  is
possible to f ind whole paragraphs –
although, unfortunately,  rarely more than
that – dedicated to actual descriptions of
this or that event that comforted,
brightened, and cheered up those who were
present in these types of sources.

In addition,  I  have found that the f inest
way to explore fun in written sources
about the People’s Liberation Struggle is
actually to explore entertainment.
Notably,  in al l  languages of ex-
Yugoslavia words entertainment and fun
translate with one and the same term –
zabava – and it  means pleasant pastime,
party ( in al l  its synonyms),  social  event,
or performance with music and dancing.
It  is  a very f itt ing coincidence for me
that cultural  l i fe organized as a part of
the Yugoslav Partisan resistance during
the Second World War – including
entertainment activit ies explicit ly
designed to be fun – provides a
remarkable example of leadership-
encouraged and widely accepted
activism (and artivism).   In accordance,
moments of relaxation with music and
dance, as well  as occasionally ,  tel l ing
stories and playing social  games are
types of events that the sources 

This  text  i s  based on e  a  b log  post  wr i tten  as  a  par t  o f  th e  Semin ar  Recon ceptual iz in g
War fare  an d I ts  Exper ien ce ,  Apr i l  10 ,  2025 ,  fun ded by  th e  WARFUN pro jec t .

I n  o t h e r  wo rd s ,  I  h a d  to  d i g  t h ro u g h  a
w i d e  ra n g e  o f  s o u rce s ,  b u t  d i a r i e s ,
m e m o i r s ,  a n d  a n e cd o t a l  ev i d e n ce
s to o d  o u t  a s  m a te r i a l s  t h a t  e n a b l e d
m e  to  p i e ce  to g e t h e r  a  m o re
co m p re h e n s i ve  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  f u n
a m o n g  wo m e n  a n d  m e n  w h o
p a r t i c i p a te d  i n  t h e  N O B .  O f  co u r s e ,  i f
t h e s e  wo m e n  a n d  m e n  we re  ava i l a b l e
i n  t h e  p re s e n t ,  t h e  m e t h o d  o f  o ra l
h i s to r y,  I  a m  s u re ,  wo u l d  p rove  to  b e
a n  i nva l u a b l e  a s s e t  i n  re s ea rch i n g  f u n
d u r i n g  wa r .  Fro m  t h e  f ra g m e n t s  I
m o re  o r  l e s s  s t u m b l e d  u p o n  rea d i n g
t h ro u g h  h u n d re d s  a n d  h u n d re d s  o f
p a g e s  o f  l i te ra t u re ,  t h e  l i s t  o f
q u e s t i o n s  I  w i s h  I  co u l d  h ave  a s ke d
g rew  i n c re d i b l y  q u i c k l y  a n d  I  wa s  o h
s o  ve r y  e nv i o u s  o f  my  fe l l ow
a n t h ro p o l o g i s t s  w h o  we re  a c t u a l l y
a b l e  to  t a l k  to  wa r  ve te ra n s  a b o u t
t h e i r  ow n  re s ea rch  o n  f u n  i n  wa r .
 

https://www.cmi.no/projects/2535-erc-war-and-fun
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Image :  Theater  group of  the  reg iona l  People ' s  L iberat ion  Committee
for  Da lmat ia  g ives  a  per formance  for  the  people  and  the  army
(October  1943 ,  L ivno ,  B-H)

A s  a  h i s to r i a n  o f  wo m e n’s  a n d  g e n d e r
h i s to r y,  I  a p p ro a ch e d  t h e  s o u rce s  n o t
o n l y  i n  s ea rch  o f  o f f i c i a l l y  s a n c t i o n e d
p ro p a g a n d a - c u m - e n te r t a i n m e n t
a m o n g  t h e  Yu g o s l av  Pa r t i s a n s ,  b u t
a l s o  o f  t ra ce s  o f  f u n  a s  g e n d e re d
p ra c t i ce .  M o re  v i s i b l e  fo rm s  o f
e n te r t a i n m e n t  w i t h i n  t h e  m ove m e n t
—  e s p e c i a l l y  t h o s e  t i e d  to  Pa r t i s a n
c u l t u ra l  p ro d u c t i o n  —  a l s o  revea l
h ow  g e n d e r  s h a p e d  a cce s s ,
p a r t i c i p a t i o n ,  a n d  t h e  m ea n i n g  o f
f u n .  Wo m e n  a c t i ve l y  p a r t i c i p a te d  a s
o rg a n i ze r s ,  p e r fo rm e r s ,  a n d  a u d i e n ce
m e m b e r s .  

co n s i s te n t l y  d e s c r i b e  i n  te rm s  t h a t
s u g g e s t  h av i n g  f u n .  W h i l e  s u c h  a c t i v i t i e s
o f te n  b e g a n  a s  a n  i n c i d e n t a l  o r
s p o n t a n e o u s  o cc u r re n ce ,  Pa r t i s a n  c u l t u ra l
l i fe  d eve l o p e d  i n to  a  s t ra te g i c a l l y
c u l t i va te d  a n d  o f f i c i a l l y  s a n c t i o n e d
m ea n s  o f  s u p p o r t  a n d  co h e s i o n  w i t h i n  a
ve r y  s h o r t  t i m e .  A n d  w h i l e  wa r t i m e
c u l t u ra l  wo rke r s  t r i e d  h a rd  to  e d u c a te  a n d
i d e o l o g i c a l l y  d i re c t  t h e i r  Pa r t i s a n  a n d
c i v i l i a n  a u d i e n ce s ,  t h ey  p u t  i n  e q u a l
e f fo r t  to  a l s o  d i s t ra c t ,  a m u s e ,  e n te r t a i n ,
a n d ,  i f  a t  a l l  p o s s i b l e ,  m o t i va te  t h e m .
Wi t h  t h e  h e l p  o f  s i n g i n g ,  d a n c i n g ,
l i te ra t u re ,  a n d ,  a b ove  a l l ,  t h ea t re ,  a r t i s t i c
c rea t i o n ,  a n d  p ro p a g a n d a  we re
i n te r tw i n e d  w i t h  e n te r t a i n m e n t .

I n  s o m e  c a s e s ,  t h e i r  i nvo l ve m e n t  i n
e n te r t a i n m e n t  s p a ce s  p rov i d e d  a  fo rm  o f
e m p owe rm e n t  w i t h i n  t h e  m i l i t a r y  co n tex t
a s  t h ey,  m a ny  fo r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  i n  t h e i r
l i ve s ,  we re  a b l e  to  ex p re s s  s o m e  o f  t h e
i s s u e s  t h ey  e n co u n te re d  i n  t h e i r  eve r yd ay
l i ve s  a n d  d rew  a tte n t i o n  to  t h e  fe m i n i s t
a s p e c t  o f  t h e  co m m u n i s t  i d e o l o g y  s o m e
a m o n g  t h e m  a d vo c a te d .  S u ch  a c t i v i s m
wa s  o f te n  i n te r tw i n e d  w i t h  h u m o r ,
s i n g i n g ,  a n d  s o m e t i m e s  eve n  a l co h o l .
Wo m e n ,  i t  s e e m s  to  m e ,  a p p ro a c h e d  t h e
n ove l t i e s  t h a t  t h e  wa r  h a d  to  o f fe r  a s
wo m e n  o f  t h e  p e r i o d  te n d e d  to  a p p ro a ch
eve r y t h i n g ,  by  g e tt i n g  d ow n  to  b u s i n e s s .
B u t  a l s o  by  c rea t i n g  o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,
h oweve r  s m a l l ,  fo r  j oy  a n d  f u n .

 

I n  a d d i t i o n ,  m o m e n t s  o f  p a s t i m e  i n
p l ea s u re  a n d  i n t i m a c y  we re  s h a p e d
by,  a n d  i n  t u r n  s h a p e d ,  wa r t i m e
g e n d e r  re l a t i o n s .  Wo m e n’s  w r i t i n g s
a b o u t  t h e  wa r ,  m o re  t h a n  m e n ’s ,
h i n te d  a t  a  wea l t h  o f  s u c h  p ra c t i ce s ,
m a ny  o f  w h i c h  re m a i n e d  p r i va te  o r
we re  o n l y  p a r t i a l l y  re co rd e d .  T h e s e
f ra g m e n t s ,  s o m e t i m e s  e m b e d d e d
b e twe e n  t h e  l i n e s ,  s u g g e s te d  t h a t
wo m e n’s  ex p e r i e n ce s  o f  f u n  we re
o f te n  m o re  a m b i g u o u s ,  m o re
s i t u a t i o n  d e p e n d e n t ,  a n d  a t  t i m e s
m o re  re s i s t a n t  to  d o m i n a n t
n a rra t i ve s  t h a n  p u b l i c
co m m e m o ra t i o n s  o r  ex i s t i n g
s e co n d a r y  l i te ra t u re  m i g h t  s u g g e s t .

https://www.muzejavnoj.ba/wp-content/uploads/Partizansko_pozoriste_izvodi_satiru.webp
https://www.muzejavnoj.ba/wp-content/uploads/Partizansko_pozoriste_izvodi_satiru.webp
https://www.muzejavnoj.ba/wp-content/uploads/Partizansko_pozoriste_izvodi_satiru.webp
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T h e  l e g a cy  o f  Pa r t i s a n  e n te r t a i n m e n t
re m a i n s  f u l l  o f  q u e s t i o n s  –  a n d ,  fo r  m e ,  i n
m a ny  way s  u n f i n i s h e d  wo rk .  T h e
co m p l ex i t i e s  I  h ave  to u ch e d  o n  h e re  p o i n t
to  ave n u e s  fo r  f u r t h e r  re s ea rch  a n d
re f l e c t i o n .  I ,  fo r  o n e ,  fe e l  l i ke  I  h ave  o n l y
s c ra tch e d  t h e  s u r fa ce .  T h e  s o u rce s  t h a t
d o c u m e n t  Pa r t i s a n  c u l t u ra l  wo rk  a n d
re l a te d  e n te r t a i n m e n t  a c t i v i t i e s ,  t h e  way s
i n  w h i ch  Pa r t i s a n  wo m e n  a n d  m e n  l i ke d
to  h ave  f u n  w h e n  t h e  d i s c i p l i n i n g  eye  o f
t h e  Co m m u n i s t  Pa r ty  wa s  n o t  wa tch i n g ,
a s  we l l  a s  h ow  e n e my  s o l d i e r s  s o m e t i m e s
wea p o n i ze d  t h o s e  s a m e  a c t i v i t i e s ,  o f fe r  a
d e e p e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  h ow  p l ea s u re ,
p e r fo rm a n ce ,  a n d  p owe r  c a n  co ex i s t  i n
wa r t i m e  s e tt i n g s .  T h ey  a l s o  re m i n d  u s
t h a t  p e o p l e  n av i g a te  co n f l i c t  n o t  o n l y
t h ro u g h  s u f fe r i n g  a n d  re s i s t a n ce ,  b u t  a l s o
t h ro u g h  l a u g h te r ,  s o n g ,  a n d  c rea t i ve
ex p re s s i o n .  A n d  t h a t  a l l  o f  t h o s e  s o  ea s i l y
b e co m e  e n m e s h e d  to g e t h e r .  Lo o k i n g  a t
t h e s e  m o m e n t s  d o e s  n o t  d i s t ra c t  f ro m
t h e  s e r i o u s n e s s  o f  wa r  —  i t  h e l p s  u s  s e e
i t s  f u l l  e m o t i o n a l  a n d  s o c i a l  l a n d s c a p e .

I n  t h e  e n d ,  f u n  a n d  e n te r t a i n m e n t  a l s o
ex i s te d  w i t h i n  b ro a d e r  wa r t i m e  g e n d e r
d y n a m i c s ,  w h e re  d i f fe re n t  fo rm s  o f  s o c i a l
i n te ra c t i o n  –  ra n g i n g  f ro m  t h e  m e n t i o n e d
ce l e b ra to r y  p e r fo rm a n ce s  a l l  t h e  way  to
fo rm s  o f  co e rc i ve  p ra c t i ce s  –  i n f l u e n ce d
b o t h  m e n’s  a n d  wo m e n’s  ex p e r i e n ce s .  T h e
te n s i o n  b e twe e n  f u n  a n d  e n te r t a i n m e n t
a s  u p l i f t i n g  fo rce s  a n d  t h e  h a r s h  rea l i t i e s
o f  wa r ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  ex p l o i t a t i o n  o f
wo m e n ,  c a n  f u r t h e r  co m p l i c a te  t h e  s t u d y
o f  c u l t u ra l  l i fe  d u r i n g  t h e  co n f l i c t .
Pr i m a r y  s o u rce s  i n d i c a te  –  a l t h o u g h  fa i r l y
ra re l y  a n d  o f te n  m o re  o b l i q u e l y  t h a n  a
re s ea rc h e r  m i g h t  h o p e  –  t h a t  m o m e n t s  o f
e n j oy m e n t  co u l d  s o m e t i m e s  b e
i n te r tw i n e d  w i t h  v i o l e n ce ,  co e rc i o n ,  a n d
p owe r  p l ay s  w h e n  co n t ro l  wa s  a s s e r te d  i n
way s  t h a t  co u l d  s e e m  a l m o s t  p l ay f u l  b u t
we re  n eve r  h a rm l e s s .  Fo r  exa m p l e ,  i f  t h ey
d o  a p p ro a c h  t h i s  te r ra i n ,  a u t h o r s  o f
wa r t i m e  te s t i m o n i e s  te n d  to  s u g g e s t  t h a t
o cc u py i n g  fo rce s  a n d  co l l a b o ra to r s  u s e d
s o c i a l  g a t h e r i n g s  n o t  m e re l y  to  b l ow  o f f
s tea m ,  b u t  a s  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  to  a s s e r t
d o m i n a n ce  ove r  c i v i l i a n s  a n d  to  ex p l o i t
t h o s e  s u s p e c te d  o f  Pa r t i s a n  t i e s .

Image :  Part i san  C i rc le  dances  
Museum of  the  2nd Sess ion  of  the  AVNOJ

https://www.muzejavnoj.ba/galerije/kazaliste-narodnog-oslobodjenja/
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When
Adrenaline
Draws you in
REFLECTIONS ON FILM AND SKYDIVING
IN THE AFTERMATH OF ARGENTINA’S
“DIRTY WAR”
BY EVA VAN ROEKEL

Image :  St i l l  f rom the  f i lm “Fa l l ing”  by  Eva  van  Roekel

This text is based one a blog post written as a part of the Seminar Reconceptualizing Warfare
and Its Experience, April  10, 2025, funded by the WARFUN project.
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We first met in 2009. Pepe was accused of crimes against humanity,  which marked the beginning
of our relationship.  Both he and his brother were mil itary off icers involved in a period of state-
sponsored violence during which thousands of people disappeared, were tortured, and ki l led by
the mil itary in the name of f ighting a perceived communist threat.  Some of them were pushed out
of airplanes al ive above the South Atlantic.  The mil itary’s brutal  actions were part of a wider effort
to crush any form of opposition,  real  or imagined. But as I  got to know Pepe and his brother,  I
came to realize that their understanding of these events of ‘those years of lead’ was shaped by a
different narrative – one in which their actions were justif ied,  glorif ied sometimes,  and they did
not ful ly acknowledge the horrors that had taken place.
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I  am currently wrapping up an essay f i lm, Fall ing,  about my fraught relationship with Pepe and his
brother,  two retired Argentine mil itary off icers whom I met during my doctoral  research on crimes
against humanity from the perspective of those who suffered and those who perpetrated polit ical
violence.  As an ethnographer interested in the aftermath of Argentina’s ‘dirty war’ ,  absorbing their
way of l i fe has given me a deeper understanding of both human suffering and the infl iction of
violence.  Our relationship has sharpened my intellectual growth and deepened my understanding
of cultural  anthropology.  But it  has also made it  terribly complicated. As anthropologists,  we are
trained to approach our subjects with empathy.  But when those subjects are involved in acts of
violence,  this approach can become problematic.  How do we maintain social  responsibil ity while
dealing with the moral implications of the mil itary actions we study? How can we engage with war
experiences soldiers themselves consider fun?

The essay f i lm Fall ing is the result of that introspection—a reflection on how these encounters
have shaped my work and my understanding of what it  means to be an ethnographer and a
fi lmmaker engaged with individuals whose actions have contributed to war crimes.

Image :  St i l l  f rom the  f i lm “Fa l l ing”  by  Eva  van  Roekel

 I  think one of the
most insightful
aspects of these
interactions with
Pepe and his
brother was the
realization that
retreat from the
atrocities was a
powerful force in
their l ives.  Pepe
would often prefer
to talk
nostalgically about
the physical  rush
of parachuting,
about the
moments of pure
freedom that he
felt  as he soared
through the air .
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 He then kept talking about his t ime as a paratrooper,  describing the adrenaline,  the thri l l  of  the
jump, the camaraderie among soldiers.  I  realized that these earl ier moments of exhilaration and
fun seemed to define his identity.  These memories were,  in his eyes,  the highlight of his mil itary
career.  The highlights of his war.  He once claimed that adrenaline had f irst drawn him to the
military.  He believed that my interest in his past was driven by the same fascination with
excitement and danger that had motivated his decision to become a paratrooper.

At f irst ,  I  resisted his idea of resemblance,  dismissing it  as a simplistic interpretation,  offensive
even. But over t ime, I  began to wonder:  was he right,  perhaps? Was I  too drawn to violence
because of adrenaline?
 
Incongruously,  concrete references to the violence were often pushed to the periphery of our
conversations.  Even when I  pressed him about the atrocities,  as I  thought I  had to in the beginning
of my f ieldwork,  his si lence spoke volumes.  It  was a si lence that was part of a larger mil itary code
of ethics that I  gradually came to learn about.  Pepe’s brother in return would often downplay their
involvement in the worst aspects of the confl ict ,  referring to the mil itary’s actions as isolated
incidents of corruption rather than systematic abuse.
 
Could I  simply indulge in such talk,  I  often doubted?

Image :  St i l l  f rom the  f i lm “Fa l l ing”  by  Eva  van  Roekel

As an ethnographer,  I  had taken up the task to understand, not to judge. I  had come to study the
military world in Argentina,  to grasp the complex social  and cultural  forces that shaped individuals
l ike Pepe and his brother.  I  gradually realized that the theoretical  frameworks and methodologies I
had rel ied upon in my academic training were i l l-equipped to help me navigate this moral terrain.
Over the course of a decade of f ieldwork and thinking and writing about it ,  I  found that no amount
of theory could adequately account for the nuances and discomforts that had shaped our
encounters.  The si lence about the atrocities and the thri l l  about the ‘ fun’  parts of the past that
permeated our conversations were not something that could be explained away by academic
discourse.  Ethnographic vignettes neither did justice to these experiences.  It  was as i f  our
evasiveness and the excitement demanded their own space,  their own recognition.
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Film, I  hoped, would provide a more f lexible space for portraying their si lences,  Pepe’s fun
memories of parachuting, and perhaps other themes of war other than the violence that had
shaped their veteran l i fe.  But when I  began to expound my fi lm project to some friends and
colleagues,  I  encountered immediate resistance.  My attempts to capture the exhilaration of
parachuting, to show the adrenaline and joy that defined Pepe’s memories beside his retreat from
the past,  were met with heavy crit icism. Some argued that focusing on these ‘ fun’  aspects of war
was irresponsible and not including the voice of the victim was offensive even. I  too had had
doubts in how showing Pepe’s jump might carry offense—an unspoken mockery of those people
pushed from airplanes.  They feared that such a portrayal would risk romanticizing violence and
glossing over the atrocities that had been committed.
 
In my effort to experiment with media other than words,  I  found myself  at a crossroads:  how could
I represent these mil itaries in a way that was faithful to their experiences without endorsing their
actions? How could I  balance the humanizing aspects of their stories with the moral weight of
their crimes? As an anthropologist ,  my task is to explore the complexities of human behavior,  even
when those behaviors are reprehensible.  But at what point does the intellectual pursuit of
knowledge become morally indefensible? Ought I  –as an ethnographer of the mil itary– separate
the intertwined excitement of parachuting from the violence that accompanied it?
 
Over the years,  Argentinian colleagues and fr iends increasingly expressed concerns about the f i lm
I wanted to make. The ethical concerns around representing war criminals in a way that might
elicit  empathy or understanding were signif icant.  These concerns were not just academic;  they
touched on my own personal experiences that forced me to engage in a continuous process of self-
reflection.  The f i lm project itself  became a process of contradictions,  ambiguities,  and
uncomfortable experiences.
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I  had not done justice to these brothers’  experiences of their war.  Nor had I  accurately portrayed
the complexities of their mil itary past.  I  had not been faithful enough to the nuances of Pepe’s
joyful retreat in my writing and unwil l ingly I  had imposed my own interpretations and those of
hefty scholars onto his story.
 
In academic endeavors to formulate a compell ing argument regarding perpetrator status,  there is
a tendency to present executors of violence as either monsters or victims, thereby rendering l i fe
more comprehensible and morally acceptable (Fassin and Rechtman 2009; Hinton 2016) .  Recent
fascination with perpetrators in audiovisual media (Herzog 2011 ;  Oppenheimer 2012) has also
frequently resulted in the labell ing of perpetrators as ‘cruel sadists’ ,  ‘ true believers’  or ‘pl iant
conformists’  (Mohamad 2015,  1161) ,  which implicit ly acts as a form of moral ‘othering’ ,  I  think this
tendency to objectify mil itaries by creating f ixed images that anchor them in a violent past
(Anderson 2018,  95) offer only l imited opportunities for engagement with the complexities and
nuances of war in everyday l i fe.

The cinematographic juxtaposition of images,  sounds,  and texts of exhilaration and si lence,  of
freedom and confinement,  of violence and fun, served me as a constant reminder of the complexity
of human existence.  Through breathtaking sceneries of parachuting, I  explored the tension
between personal joy and historical  guilt ,  between the rush of adrenaline and the weight of past
actions.  During the montage and new stints of recording, the ethnographic ‘ I ’  turned into a
cinematographic ‘she’  in order to make a compell ing narrative.  The tension between intellectual
curiosity and ethical responsibil ity became a central  theme of the f i lm process eventually that
turned the camera lens on the ethnographer and her ethical  di lemmas, questions of complicity,
and the intricacies of violence and accountabil ity in her daily l i fe.  One of the key insights I ’ve
gained from this process of objectifying myself  was the realization that the contradictions of the
fi lmmaking were not something to be resolved but as something to be embraced in the f inal edit .
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Images :  S t i l l s  f rom the  f i lm “Fa l l ing”  by  Eva  van  Roekel

 “The
c inematographic
juxtapos i t ion  of

images ,  sounds ,  and
texts  o f  exh i la rat ion

and s i lence ,  o f
f reedom and

conf inement ,  o f
v io lence  and fun ,”  
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After nearly eight years of work,  the f i lm is now almost complete.  An intermittent process of
montage has helped me to understand how to intertwine the adrenaline and nostalgia of Pepe’s
fun memories with the dreadful violence of the past without completely erasing it  as I  had wanted
to do at the beginning of the project—they are,  of course,  intertwined. And it  is  through this
cinematographic potential  of intertwining sound, image and text,  I  think,  that we can begin to
appreciate better the complexities of war and its aftermath. Also,  its fun parts.
 
By focusing on moments of joy and exhilaration,  we are not absolving the perpetrators of their
crimes,  but rather inviting viewers to reflect on their own roles in the larger systems of violence we
inhabit and the ways we l ive with violence and war ourselves.  Creating a space where viewers can
confront their own complicity in the consumption and production of violence,  while also
acknowledging the humanity of those who perpetrate it .  This ,  I  believe,  is  a form of epistemic
justice—not one that justif ies,  erases or excuses,  but one that opens up new ways of understanding
and confronting what kind of knowledge about war counts as true,  val id and important and which
are deemed inappropriate or sinful even.
 
Writing this blog reminded me of the words of Susan Sontag (2004) who cautioned against the
commodification of suffering in the media.  The portrayal of war and violence indeed too often
focuses on shock and spectacle.  The fun parts too turn easi ly appall ing.  Fall ing tries to challenge
this tendency in a roundabout way by engaging with the quiet and fun aspects of war that
encourage reflection rather than passive consumption (Baxtrom and Meyers 2018,  52-57) .  Yet,  it  is  a
reflection clouded with unrest—a consideration that r ipples rather than returns any truth.
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Image :  Camp Utgard  ( land  of  the  g iants ) ,  Log is t ic
Support  Area  (LSA)  Tr ipo l i ,  Havoc ,  A l  Asad

Ai rbase .  Thomas  Randrup Pedersen
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Once Were Vikings:
Danish Soldiers on
the Pride in (Lost)
Glory
THOMAS RANDRUP PEDERSEN

This text is based one a blog post written as a part of the Seminar Reconceptualizing Warfare
and Its Experience, April  10, 2025, funded by the WARFUN project.

I  love the Norse mythology.  I  really do,  and the idea is just fucking great that when we die,  we go
to the Great Hall  [of Odin] to drink and f ight,  r ight? I  think that’s beautiful .  But at the end of the
day,  I  do believe that I ’m more Christian than in favour of the old Norse gods.

 
-  PV2 Eriksen,[1]  OIR,  Al  Asad Airbase,  Iraq 

[1 ]  Al l  my interlocutors go under pseudonyms to shield their identit ies.  
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To Valhalla and Armadillo:  Public awakenings to pleasures of war 

Mazar-e-Sharif ,  Afghanistan,  September 2010.  “You are the hunters.  You are the predators.  Taleban
is the prey.  To Valhalla!  To Valhalla!  To Valhalla!” . [2]  Thus sounded the battle cry led by the
commander of the Norwegian Telemark Battal ion’s 4th Mechanized Infantry Company (Coy) .
Standing on top of an infantry f ighting vehicle,  Company Commander Rune Wenneberg was
addressing his soldiers ral lying around him. They resolutely responded by raising their r i f les
against the sky in t ime with their shouting of the old war cry:  “Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!” .  This
rousing of f ighting spirits was recorded on video,  published by Dagbladet,  shared in social  media,
and stirred a public outcry.  What was going on? Did the deployed Norwegians actually take part in
acts of combat,  and did they on top of that do so as the revival  of blood-thirsty Viking warriors?

Earl ier in the same year,  in May 2010,  the Danish war documentary Armadil lo had its f irst night.  The
fi lm, directed by Janus Metz,  portrays the war in Afghanistan from the perspectives of young Danes
deployed to Helmand with the Guard Hussar Regiment’s 1st Mechanized Infantry Company.
Foreshadowing the moral indignation at the To Valhalla-video in Norway,  a heated debate fol lowed
in the Danish public in the wake of Armadil lo’s opening. What was going on? Did Danish soldiers
actually engage and ki l l  so-called ‘ insurgents’ ,  and did they on top of that do so with pleasure? To
judge from the scenes depicting Danish troops high on the ecstasy of combat,  high on the delights
of reenacting acts of ki l l ing and tel l ing tales from the battlefield,  and high on the joys of bravado
and comradeship,  Armadil lo exposes an inconvenient truth about war,  an ethically disturbing
taboo: war is fun,  war is pleasurable.
 

[2]  My translation

“ To  be  sure ,  war  i s  death  an d
destruc t ion ,  pa in  an d suf fer in g .

Yet ,  th ere  i s  m ore  to  war  than
miser y.”

There is more to war than a price to be paid in terms of human costs.  Indeed,
there might also be a prize to be won in terms of happiness (Pedersen 2017b),  be
that hedonic in the sense of feeling good, or eudemonic in the sense of doing
good (Walker & Kavedžija 2015) .  Either way,  happiness,  it  seems, might be a
warm gun. 

Pride in (Lost) Glory: Reconfigurations of war experience
 
However ethically disquieting it  might be,  a variety of pleasures appears to be fundamental to war
experiences across t ime and place.  Exploring the role of fun,  and of pleasure more broadly
speaking, an emerging f ield of research within the humanities and the social  sciences has
particularly within recent years gained momentum and reconfigured the experience of war
(Bourke 1999;  Lyng 2005;  Gordon 2006; Harari  2008; Neitzel  & Welzer 2012;  Basham 2015;  Brænder
2016;  Pedersen 2017a,  2019;  Saramifar 2018,  2019;  Welland 2018;  Achil l i  2025;  De Lauri  et al  2025;
Hamer 2025;  Jelušić 2025;  Johais 2025a,  2025b; Maringira 2025;  Mogstad 2025;  Rastri l la & Donofrio
2025;  Sciarrino 2025;  Tomforde 2025) ,  not least thanks to Antonio De Lauri ’s  WARFUN project.
Contributing to this reconfiguration,  the present paper examines a pleasure of war that has not,  it
seems, gained much attention so far ,  namely the pride in glory.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GxOSqSUgNzE
https://www.dagbladet.no/nyheter/dere-er-rovdyret-taliban-er-byttet-til-valhall/64663514
https://www.imdb.com/video/vi3554254105/?ref_=ttvg_vi_1
https://www.cmi.no/projects/2535-erc-war-and-fun
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Based on f ieldwork with Danish combat soldiers deployed to Al Asad Airbase,  Iraq,  in support of
Operation Inherent Resolve (OIR) ,  I  ethnographically and anthropologically investigate the
emotion of pride in relation to the reputation and conceived glory not only of Danish troops who
served in combat roles in the Danish Helmand campaign in Afghanistan (2006-2014) ,  but also,  and
above al l ,  of  their construed ancestors:  Danish Viking warriors in the days of old.  In this context,
the aim of this piece is to direct our attention to the emotion of pride as an important factor in
fighting for who ‘we’ are and for what ‘we’  believe in.  

Analytical ly ,  I  attend to different aspects of pride:  its agential  and non-agential  dimensions as well
as its connections to social  status and audience.  I  sketch out what at this stage of my work
constitutes a tentative analysis ;  an analysis demonstrating that the focus on pride in the present
context opens a window not so much into individual pride as into group-based pride.  I  show that
the study of pride offers insight into happiness,  hedonic as eudemonic.  That is ,  into soldierly
pleasures of feeling good about doing good in terms of feeling proud of one’s achievements and of
one’s being and becoming, including one’s belonging to and standing of one’s group, be that one’s
unit or one’s nation.  By the same token, I  argue that soldierly pride in glory is intimately t ied not
only to patriotism/nationalism within the ranks of the armed forces,  but also to esprit-de-corps,
morale,  wil l  to f ight,  and thus,  ult imately,  f ighting power.  
 

On the varieties of pride: A very short conceptual note

Theoretically ,  this piece draws upon the work of Alba Montes Sánchez and Allesandro Salice (2023)
in conceptualising pride as an emotion along three different l ines.  First ,  approaching pride as an
emotion of self-appraisal ,  we can, with Antti  Kauppinen (2019) ,  distinguish between two kinds of
pride:  ‘agential ’  and ‘non-agential ’ .  When feeling agential  pride,  one feels good about one’s
achievements,  such as defeating one’s enemy in a f irefight.  By contrast,  non-agential  pride refers
to feeling good about one’s relatively steady qualit ies,  such as one’s identit ies,  character traits ,
abil it ies,  or values.  For instance,  one’s warriorhood, one’s perseverance,  one’s combat ski l ls ,  or
one’s warrior ethos.  Second, emphasising the social  dimension of pride,  we can direct our attention
to pride as an emotion evaluating one’s individual standing within a group (Sánchez & Salice 2023) .
Following Thomas J.  Scheff  (1990) we can differentiate between ‘true pride’  and ‘ false pride’ .  The
former ‘signals a secure social  bond and generates open and respectful interactions’  (Sánchez &
Salice 2023:  36) ,  while the former ‘ involves a self-aggrandising attitude and motivates behaviours
that seek to obtain or signal one’s superiority over others,  including contempt and aggression’
( ibid. :  37) .  Third,  turning to ‘hetero-induced pride’ ,  that is ,  to our capacity to feel proud of others,
such as one’s company or one’s forefathers,  we bring collective identif ications and group-based
pride to the fore.  In doing so,  this variant of pride indicates that ‘how signif icant others fare in the
world can have a deep impact on our own self-appraisals ’  (Sánchez & Salice 2023:  31 ,  emphasis in
original) .  

Some words on context: Vikingification of Danish armed forces 

The groups of Danish soldiers that Armadil lo fol lowed up close belonged to Vidar Coy,  as the then
newly formed mechanized infantry company was called and thus named after one of the Norse
gods,  namely the son of Odin associated with vengeance. Al l  the same, unlike To Valhalla,
Armadil lo did not dramatically confront its audience with the mil itary’s use of the Nordic Viking
past.  Yet,  one has not to be much famil iar with the Danish armed forces in general ,  or with
Denmark’s participation in international mil itary operations in particular ,  to take notice of the fact
that Danish troops,  as with the case of their Norwegian counterparts (Dyvik 2016) ,  frequently take
pride in and visibly associate themselves with the Vikings and their Norse gods:  names,  cal l-signs
and insignia of several  Danish units and camps draw inspiration from the Viking Age and Norse
mythology (Frisk 2017;  Pedersen 2017b).  

https://www.inherentresolve.mil/
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Moreover,  Viking-inspired imagery,  runes,  and ornaments decorate online memorials to Danish
soldiers ki l led in the ‘Global War on Terror’  (Stage & Knudsen 2012) and tend to be among the most
popular motifs of the tattoos and jewellery adorning the l iving bodies of Danish soldiers and
veterans (Frisk 2017;  Pedersen 2017b; see also Grarup 2013) .  

 The use of Nordic Viking past in the Danish armed forces seems to have increased coincidently
with the growing ‘warriorisation’  of Danish mil itary professions in the heyday of the Danish
Helmand campaign (Pedersen 2021a) .  However,  mil itant/mil itarised invocations of Viking warriors
and Norse gods are nothing new. Indeed, it  forms part of the Viking revival ,  which has been
ongoing since the Romantic era (Wawn 2000; Adriansen 2003;  Dyvik 2016) ,  and the use of Viking-
imageries within the ranks of the Danish Army can be traced back to the Danish-Norwegian
involvement in the Napoleon Wars (Glenthøj 2012) .  Fast forward to the Second World War:  Danish
Nazis were back then frequently drawing upon Norse mythology to evoke the might and glory of
the Danish nation (Adriansen 2003).  For instance,  Mjolnir ,  the hammer of Thor,  the Norse god of
thunder and war,  adorned the black standard of the Danish Nazi youth ( ibid.) .  Here,  we could also
recall  the rune-inspired insignia of Nazi Germany’s Schutzstaffel  (SS) ,  not to mention the fact that
the 5th SS Panzer Division was named “Wiking” – presumably because of its many Nordic
volunteers.  On this background, it  can hardly surprise that the contemporary far-right in the
Nordics and elsewhere tend to be fond of Vikings and Norse gods.  Think,  for example,  of the anti-
immigrant group Soldiers of Odin,  which patrolled the streets of several  Nordic towns in response
to Europe’s ‘migrant crisis ’  in 2015.

To be sure,  historically as contemporari ly ,  the use of the Nordic Viking past in Denmark is by no
means associated with right-wing nationalists only.  For instance,  during the Second World War,
Tyr ,  the Norse god of war,  became the symbol of the Danish youth that was ready to sacrif ice itself
in the resistance against the Nazi occupation of Denmark (Adriansen 2003).  Today,  Vikings have
long been a national brand in Denmark,  as elsewhere,  and are eagerly used in marketing. Indeed,
Vikings and Norse gods have become common in Denmark to judge from the number of museum
exhibitions related to the Viking Age, and from the number of Viking fairs and Viking f ight clubs
and reenactments,  let alone from the continuous popularity of Peter Madsen’s Valhalla comic
series (1979-2009).  Add to this the  more or less dark heroif ication implied by the growing global
Hollywoodification of Vikings and Norse gods,  which has been stimulated within recent years by
the TV series Vikings (2013) and Vikings:  Valhalla (2022) as well  as by Marvel ’s  f i lm Thor (2011)  and
several sequels.        

 
A few more words on context: A blaze of glory 

Empirically ,  this piece is based on f ieldwork with the 1  Mechanized Infantry Coy,  2  Armored
Infantry Battal ion,  1  Brigade, Jutland Dragoon Regiment.  The approx.  130-strong Company was
formed in 2011 and named ‘Viking’ .  The Company is based at the Dragoon Barracks in Holstebro,
Mid-Jutland, where the Company’s insignia,  a cartoonish twin-headed axe,  adorns the Company’s
quarters.  In 2012,  the Company deployed to its f irst international mil itary operation:  the NATO-led
ISAF mission in the Afghan Helmand province.

s t n d

s t

 In comparison, Viking Coy’s older sister company, the 4  Armored Infantry Coy,  known as Four of
Diamonds,  deployed to Helmand in 2008. Back then, the tours of duty were combat missions.
However,  by the time that Viking Coy arrived in theater,  the main emphasis of the mission had
shifted to training of Afghan security forces and to transferring the security responsibil ity to the
very same Afghan forces.  Viking Coy was subjected to a Brit ish-led battle group and based at Main
Operating Base (MOB) Price in Helmand’s Nahri  Saraj  District .The Company suffered no fatal it ies
and had “just” a few seriously ‘wounded in action’ .  

t h

https://www.imdb.com/title/tt2306299/
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt11311302/?ref_=nv_sr_srsg_0_tt_7_nm_0_in_0_q_vikings%2520valh
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0800369/?ref_=fn_all_ttl_1


Image :  CC  Danie l  Abbatt  v ia  Canva .com
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It  was l ikewise in the case of Four of Diamonds,  and both companies thus made “just” a small
contribution to the statistics that no one wants to be part of :  Denmark’s mil itary participation in
the US-led war in Afghanistan (2002-2021)  resulted in the loss of 44 l ives of deployed Danish men
and women, more than two hundred physical  injuries,  and a sti l l  growing number of mental and
emotional war wounds.[3]  

The number of Danish war deaths and physical  war injuries are by far concentrated in the time and
place of the Danish Helmand campaign. This campaign became defining not only for the Danish
military efforts in Afghanistan,  but arguably for the Danish national self- image too,  and perhaps
even also for Danish national pride.  At least this seems to be the case to judge from three related
and often invoked narratives among observers in the Danish public as well  as among Danish
soldiers and veterans:  f irst ,  the Helmand campaign involved the Danish Army’s f iercest f ighting
since the Schleswig War of 1864, thereby reviving Denmark as a warring nation.  Second, the
number of Danish casualties during the campaign meant that Denmark was the coalit ion partner
in ISAF with the highest number of soldiers ‘ki l led in action’  per capita.  Third,  the campaign
implied that Denmark,  as a small  European nation,  was punching above its weight.  

In 2018 and 2019,  Four of Diamonds and Viking Coy,  respectively,  joined the f ight against Islamic
State of Iraq and the Levant ( ISIL) when the two companies deployed to Anbar in support of the
US-led OIR mission.  Both companies were organized into Company Training Teams and Guardian
Angels.  Both companies were tasked with the training of Iraqi security forces and were not
permitted ‘outside the wire’  of Al  Asad Airbase.  As with the case of the prior seven Danish OIR
rotation teams, Four of Diamonds and Viking Coy were based at the US-operated Camp Havoc
located at the heart of the Iraqi-controlled airbase.  
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[ 3 ]  N o  o f f i c i a l  re co rd s  a re  p u b l i c a l l y  ava i l a b l e  o n  t h e  n u m b e r s  o f  c a s u a l t i e s  c a u s e d  by  D a n i s h  a c t s  o f  co m b a t  i n  A fg h a n i s t a n .  

Apart from infantry,  the
Danish rotation teams were
compounded of several
other units,  including,
among others,  staff ,  mil itary
intell igence,  and camp
engineers.  The Danes were
based at a number of small
camps scattered across
Havoc.  Among these,  as it
was the case with the
Norwegian Camp Midgard,  a
few took their names after
Norse mythology:  Valhalla
(staff  centre and quarters) ,
Asgard (CCT and GA
command centres) ,  and
Utgard (GA quarters) .  

Image :  Camp Midgard  (wor ld  o f  humans) ,   Havoc ,
A l  Asad  A i rbase .  Thomas  Randrup Pedersen

A d d  to  t h i s ,  t h e  b l a s t  wa l l  m u r a l  o f  t h e  Vi k i n g i f i e d ,  D a n i s h  n a t i o n a l  fo l k l o re  h e ro ,  H o l g e r
t h e  D a n e ,  g u a rd i n g  t h e  e n t ra n ce  to  t h e  wo r k  a rea s  o f  t h e  D a n i s h  ra d a r  d e t a c h m e n t  a n d
c a m p  e n g i n e e r s .  
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Image :  Ho lger  the  Dane ,  CAMP,  Havoc ,  A l  Asad
Ai rbase .  Thomas  Randrup Pedersen

Vik in g  pr ide :  A  tentat ive  ana lys is

I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n  I  o u t l i n e  t h e  ro u g h  co n to u r s  o f  my  p re l i m i n a r y  a n a l y s i s .  R e f l e c t i n g  t h e
l i n g u i s t i c ,  m a te r i a l ,  b o d i l y ,  a n d  a c t i o n a l  p re s e n ce  o f  V i k i n g  ( Coy )  p r i d e  a m o n g  my
i n te r l o c u to r s ,  t h e  s e c t i o n  i s  o rg a n i z e d  i n to  fo u r  s u b s e c t i o n s :  e m p l o t m e n t s ,  e n t re n c h m e n t s ,
e m b o d i m e n t s ,  a n d  e n a c t m e n t s :  
 
E m p l o t m e n t s

I ’ m  p ro u d  o f  b e i n g  a  Vi k i n g .  T h e  o l d  a n ce s to r s  –  t h e re  wa s  b l o o d y  we l l  n o t  s o  m u c h  b u l l s h i t
g o i n g  o n .  N o t  a cco rd i n g  to  t h e  h i s to r y  b o o ks  a ny wa y  …  I ’ m  o f  co u r s e  p ro u d  o f  t h e  fa c t  t h a t
Vi k i n g  Coy  wa s  fo r m e d  i n  t h e  o l d  A f g h a n i s ta n .  S o ,  we  s e r ve  a m i d  t h a t  o l d  h i s to r y  o f  t h e
re a l l y  o l d  b oy s  w h o  d e p l oye d  a n d  w h o  to o k  p a r t  i n  f i e rce  b a tt l e s  b a c k  t h e n .  S o ,  I ’ m  a l s o
ta k i n g  m u c h  p r i d e  i n  b e i n g  i n  V i k i n g  [ Coy ]  b e ca u s e  o f  t h a t .  Kn ow i n g  t h a t  t h e i r  l e g a c y  i s
co nveye d ,  a n d  t h a t  t h o s e  b oy s  h a ve  n o t  b e e n  a wa y  i n  va i n .  Yo u ’ ve  n o t  j u s t  l e f t  a n d  sw i tc h e d
o f f  t h e  l i g h t  w h e n  t h ey  re t u r n e d  h o m e .  S o ,  I ’ m  ta k i n g  m u c h  p r i d e  i n  t h a t  a s  we l l .  
 

-  G A ,  PV 2  E r i ks e n

We  h a ve  t h i s  h i s to r y  o f  b e i n g  fe a re d  i n  m o s t  p a r t s  o f  t h e  wo r l d .  N o t  t h a t  we  s h o u l d  b e
fe a re d  i n  t h e  w h o l e  wo r l d  a g a i n ,  b u t  i t ’ s  j u s t  t h a t  i t  fo r m s  s u c h  a  b i g  p a r t  o f  o u r  h i s to r y  …
D e n m a r k  i s  a  s m a l l  n a t i o n .  We  d o n ’ t  h a ve  t h a t  m a ny  m u s c l e s  to  f l ex .  S o ,  I  j u s t  t h i n k  i t ’ s
a we s o m e  t h a t  we  h a ve  s o m e t h i n g  a s  e p i c  a s  N o r s e  my t h o l o g y  a n d  t h e  e n t i re  h i s to r y  o f  t h e
Vi k i n g s .

  -  C T T,  LC p l  B j ö r n s s o n  

Co m p a r i n g  E r i ks e n ’s  a n d  B j ö r n s s o n ’s  a cc o u n t s ,  t h e  n a r ra to r  i n te g ra te s  h i m s e l f  i n to  t h e
Vi k i n g  p l o t ,  a s  a  m e m b e r  o f  V i k i n g  Coy  a n d /o r  a s  a  m e m b e r  o f  t h e  D a n i s h  n a t i o n .  E r i ks e n
g i ve s  vo i ce  to  a  n o n - a g e n t i a l ,  ye t  g ro u p - b a s e d  p r i d e :  o n  t h e  o n e  h a n d ,  i n  –  a s  E r i ks e n
p e rce i ve s  i t  –  t h e  Vi k i n g s ’  n o - b u l l s h i t -way  o f  b e i n g ,  a n d ,  o n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  i n  E r i ks e n ’s
s e n s e  o f  b e l o n g i n g  to  Vi k i n g  Coy.  A s  s u c h ,  E r i ks e n ’s  p r i d e  s e e m s  to  b e  ‘ t r u e ’  i n  S c h e f f ’ s  ( 1 9 9 0 )
s e n s e  by  way  o f  s i g n a l l i n g  a  s t ro n g  s o c i a l  b o n d  to  b o t h  Vi k i n g s  a n d  Vi k i n g  Coy.  H oweve r ,
E r i ks e n  d o e s  a l s o  a p p ea r  to  fe e l  a g e n t i a l  p r i d e  n o t  o n l y  i n  t h e  a c co m p l i s h m e n t s  o f  V i k i n g
Coy  o n  t h e  A f g h a n  b a tt l e f i e l d s ,  b u t  a l s o  i n  t h e  p re s e n t  d ay ’s  s a f e g u a rd i n g  o f  t h e  Co m p a ny ’s
l e g a c y.  Pr i d e ,  i t  s e e m s ,  o f fe r s  a  w i n d ow  n o t  o n l y  i n to  a  s e n s e  o f  c o m p a ny- b a s e d  e s p r i t - d e -
co r p s ,  b u t  a l s o  i n to  a  c u l t i va t i o n  o f  t h e  Co m p a ny ’s  t ra c k  re c o rd  a n d  wa r r i o r  c u l t u re .  
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Image :  Danish  Cont ingent  (DANCON)  HQ,  Camp Va lha l la  (ha l l  o f
Odin) ,  Havoc ,  A l  Asad  A i rbase .  Thomas  Randrup Pedersen  
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B y  co m p a r i s o n ,  B j ö r n s s o n  t a ke s  n o n - a g e n t i a l ,  ye t  h e te ro - i n d u ce d ,  p r i d e  i n  t h e  e p i c
d i m e n s i o n s  o f  t h e  Vi k i n g  A g e ,  a l l  t h e  w h i l e  h e  a l s o  s e e m s  to  f e e l  a g e n t i a l  p r i d e  i n  t h e  h o r ro r
c a u s e d  by  Vi k i n g s  a ro u n d  t h e  wo r l d .  B y  i m p l i c a t i o n ,  B j ö r n s s o n ’s  p r i d e  te n d s  to  c o m e  a c ro s s
a s  o n e  h a r b o u r i n g  n a t i o n a l i s t i c  u n d e r to n e s ,  o r ,  i n  S c h e f f ’ s  ( 1 9 9 0 )  te r m i n o l o g y,  a s  a  ‘ fa l s e
p r i d e ’ ,  a n  a g g re s s i ve  h a u g h t i n e s s .  I n  a ny  eve n t ,  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  b o t h  E r i ks e n  a n d  B j ö r n s s o n ,
t h e  f e e l i n g  o f  p r i d e ,  i t  s e e m s ,  i nvo l ve s  a  p l ea s u r a b l e  s e n s e  o f  m a s c u l i n i s e d  s e l f - e n l a rg e m e n t ,
a  s e n s e  o f  ex i s te n t i a l  p o te n c y  ( Pe d e r s e n  2 0 2 1 b ) ,  a  m o ra l e  b o o s te r ,  t h a t  i s .  
 

Image :  Task  Force  Dragon HQ,  The  Morgue ,  Havoc ,  A l  Asad  A i rbase .
Thomas  Randrup Pedersen .
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A a g a a rd ’s  a n d  S te f f e n s e n ’s  a cc o u n t s  co n t ra s t  w i t h  o n e  a n o t h e r .  A a g a a rd  i d e n t i f i e s  w i t h  a
co l l e c t i ve  ‘ we ’ ,  b e  t h a t  V i k i n g  Coy  o r  t h e  D a n i s h  n a t i o n ,  a n d  s e e m s  to  fe e l  p ro u d  o f  w h o  ‘ we ’
a re ,  n a m e l y  o n ce  we re  Vi k i n g  wa r r i o r s  –  a t  l ea s t  a s  A a g a a rd  p e rce i ve s  i t .  I n  a ny  eve n t ,
A a g a a rd  a p p ea r s  to  f i n d  p l ea s u re  i n  ‘ b e i n g - fo r - o t h e r s ’  ( S a r t re  1 9 43 / 2 0 1 8 ;  S á n c h e z  &  S a l i ce
2 0 2 3 ) ,  i n  b e i n g  a n  o b j e c t  o f  p e rce p t i o n  fo r  D e n m a r k ’s  co a l i t i o n  p a r t n e r s  a t  C a m p  H avo c :
N o r way,  G e r m a ny,  Po l a n d ,  a n d  t h e  U S A .  B y  co m p a r i s o n ,  S te f fe n s e n ,  m o s t  o f  a l l ,  i t  s e e m s ,  f e e l
e m b a r r a s s e d ,  eve n  a l i e n a te d ,  f ro m  t h e  D a n i s h  Vi k i n g  t h e m e  a t  A l  A s a d .  I n d e e d ,  t h e
i nvo c a t i o n  o f  t h e  D a n i s h  Vi k i n g  p a s t  te n d s  to  m a ke  S te f fe n s e n  f e e l  t h e  n e g a t i ve
co u n te r p o i n t  to  p r i d e ,  n a m e l y  s h a m e  ( S á n c h e z  &  S a l i ce  2 0 2 3 ) .  T h u s ,  i n s tea d  o f  fe e l i n g
p l ea s u re ,  S te f fe n s e n  s e e m s  to  f e e l  a s h a m e d  n o t  o n l y  a b o u t  h i s  a n d  h i s  fe l l ow- c o u n t r y m e n ’s
b e i n g - fo r - o t h e r s ,  b u t  a l s o  a b o u t  t h e i r  a p p a re n t  l a c k  o f  p r i d e f u l  a c h i eve m e n t s  s i n c e  t h e
Vi k i n g  A g e .  

T h e  u s e  o f  t h e  D a n i s h  Vi k i n g  p a s t  i s  i n  o t h e r  wo rd s  d i s p u te d  a m o n g  my  i n te r l o c u to r s .  Fo r  t h e
m a ny  l i ke  A a g a a rd  i t  te n d s  to  evo ke  a  s e n s e  o f  ex i s te n t i a l  p o te n c y,  a  s e n s e  o f  h av i n g
p re s e n c e  a n d  s i g n i f i c a n c e  i n  t h e  wo r l d  ( Pe d e r s e n  2 0 2 1 b ) .  Fo r  t h e  few  l i ke  S te f fe n s e n ,  o n  t h e
o t h e r  h a n d ,  t h e  Vi k i n g i f i c a t i o n  o f  A l  A s a d  a p p ea r s  to  s u m m o n  a  s e n s e  o f  ex i s te n t i a l
i m p o te n c y,  a  s e n s e  o f  l o s t  g l o r y,  p e r h a p s  eve n  ex p o s i n g  D e n m a r k ,  n o t  a s  a  rev i ve d  wa r i n g
n a t i o n ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a s  a  n a t i o n  w i t h  a  l o n g  h i s to r y  o f  m i l i t a r y  d e fea t s .  

18

Entren chm ents  

Yo u  s h ow  t h a t  t h i s  h e re ,  t h i s  i s  u s  [ by  v i r t u e  o f  t h e  Vi k i n g i f i e d  ca m p  n a m e s  a n d  i n s i g n i a ] ,
a n d  t h i s  i s  t h e  wa y  we  wo u l d  l i ke  to  b e  s e e n ,  a n d  t h i s  i s  s o m e t h i n g  we ’ re  p ro u d  o f  …  S o ,  I
t h i n k  i t ’ s  to ta l l y  a we s o m e  t h a t  we  l e a ve  o u r  m a r k  [ o n  A l  A s a d ] ,  s o  p e o p l e  k n ow  w h o  we  a re ,
a n d  w h a t  we  s ta n d  fo r  . . .  A l t h o u g h  we  n o  l o n g e r  p l u n d e r  a n d  ra p e .  

-  G A ,  PF C  A a g a a rd
 
 

I  t h i n k  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  I  s a w  t h a t  t h i n g s  we re  n a m e d  a f te r  o n e  t h i n g  o r  a n o t h e r  [ i n  N o r s e
my t h o l o g y ] ,  I  t h o u g h t ,  ‘ c o m e  o n ’ .  To  b e  h o n e s t ,  I  t h i n k  i t  wa s  a  b i t  d u m b.  B u t  t h e n  a g a i n ,  i t ’ s
f i n e .  T h i n g s  m u s t  h a ve  a  n a m e  …  I  j u s t  t h i n k  t h a t  p e o p l e  w h o  a re  n o t  D a n e s  h a ve  s o o n  h a d
e n o u g h  o f  u s  s ta g i n g  o u r s e l ve s  s o  m u c h  a l l  t h e  t i m e  i n  re l a t i o n  to  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  h a p p e n e d
1 ,4 0 0  ye a r s  a g o  . . .  I  a c k n ow l e d g e  t h a t  we  h a ve  t h i s  [ V i k i n g ]  h i s to r y,  a n d  t h a t ’s  a l s o  g re a t .
Ye t ,  i t ’ s  a l s o  a  b i t  u n fo r t u n a te  t h a t  t h i s  i s  re a l l y  o u r  o n l y  s o u rce  o f  p r i d e .
 

-  C T T,  S g t  S te f fe n s e n

Image :  Camp Asgard  (Home of  the  Gods)  Havoc ,  A l  Asad  A i rbase .
Thomas  Randrup Pedersen .
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Embodim ents

I  t h i n k  i t ’ s  a we s o m e  t h a t  we  b r i n g  N o r s e  my t h o l o g y  a l o n g  [ to  A l  A s a d ] .  A l s o ,  b e c a u s e  we ’ re
Vi k i n g  Coy,  a n d  we  l i ve  o u r  l i ve s  a  l i t t l e  t h ro u g h  t h a t ,  a n d  we  c a r r y  i t  o n  i n  t h a t  wa y  …  T h e
wa r r i o r  i s  s t i l l  i n  t h e  D a n i s h  c u l t u re .  Eve n  t h o u g h  we  a re  a  s m a l l  n a t i o n ,  we  c a n  s t i l l  g o  o u t
a n d  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  a n  e n e my  w h o  o u t n u m b e r  u s ,  o r  w h o  i s  j u s t  a s  c o m p e te n t  a s  we  a re  …  S o ,
t h e  wa r r i o r  m e n ta l i ty  i t ’ s  s t i l l  t h e re  w i t h i n  e a c h  a n d  a l l  o f  u s  …  I t ’ s  g re a t  t h a t  we  c a n  ke e p
u p  o u r  re p u ta t i o n  a n d  b r i n g  t h a t  p a r t  o f  D e n m a r k  i n to  m o d e r n  t i m e s .  

 
-  G A ,  PFC  A a g a a rd

I  m u s t  a d m i t  t h a t  I ’ m  q u i te  a n n oye d  t h a t  t h e  N o r we g i a n s  [ b a s e d  a t  Ca m p  M i d g a rd ]  h a ve
o u r  co m p a ny  n a m e  [ a s  a n  A l  A s a d  ca l l  s i g n ] .  We  h a ve  a  s e n s e  o f  ow n e r s h i p  towa rd  t h a t
n a m e .  I n  o n e  s e n s e  i t ’ s  a  s i l l y  t h i n g .  Ye t ,  i t  wo u l d  o f  c o u r s e  b e  fa b  i f  t h ey  d e c i d e d  to  u s e
a n o t h e r  n a m e ,  a n d  we  t h e n  co u l d  u s e  i t  …  I ’ ve  a c q u i re d  a  c e r ta i n  p r i d e  i n  c a r r y i n g  t h e
[ Vi k i n g  Coy ]  p a tc h  a n d  i n  s a y i n g  t h a t  I ’ m  f ro m  t h i s  Co m p a ny.  T h a t ’s  a l s o  b e c a u s e  I ’ ve  b e e n
h e re  s o  l o n g .  I ’ ve  b e e n  p a r t  o f  t h o s e  t h i n g s  t h a t  h a ve  d e f i n e d  t h e  Co m p a ny.  I t  m a ke s  m e
fe e l  p ro u d  to  b e  a b l e  to  s a y,  ‘ I  wa s  t h e re ,  a n d  I  wa s  p a r t  o f  t h a t ’ .  

-  C T T,  S g t  S te f f e n s e n

S t ay i n g  w i t h  A a g a a rd  a n d  S te f fe n s e n ,  i t  i s  i n te re s t i n g  to  n o te  t h e  d i f fe re n ce  i n  t h e  k i n d s  o f
p r i d e  t h ey  fe e l .  A a g a a rd  g i ve s  ex p re s s i o n  to  a  g ro u p - b a s e d ,  n o n - a g e n t i a l  p r i d e  i n  w h o  ‘ we ’
a re  a s  V i k i n g  Coy  a n d ,  by  i m p l i c a t i o n ,  a s  D a n e s ,  n a m e l y  wa r r i o r s  ( a s  A a g a a rd  s e e s  i t ) .  I n d e e d ,
a c co rd i n g  to  A a g a a rd ,  wa r r i o r h o o d  s e e m s  to  fo r m  a n  i n te g ra l  p a r t  o f  b e i n g  D a n i s h :  a l l  D a n e s
h ave  a  wa r r i o r  m i n d s e t ,  a n  ‘ i n n e r  wa r r i o r ’  s o  to  s p ea k .  Wa r r i o r h o o d  s e e m s  to  fo r m  a  k i n d  o f
c u l t u ra l  l e g a c y,  n o t  to  s ay  c u l t u ra l  D N A ,  w h i c h ,  a s  A a g a a rd  p e rce i ve s  i t ,  ea c h  a n d  eve r y  D a n e
e m b o d i e s  by  v i r t u e  o f  d e s c e n d i n g  f ro m  t h e  Vi k i n g s ,  a n d  w h i c h  i s  m a te r i a l i s e d  i n  t h e  D a n i s h
d e e d s  i n  t h e  A f g h a n  b a tt l e s p a ce s .  A s  s u c h ,  A a g a a rd ’s  p r i d e  te n d s ,  w i t h  S c h e f f  ( 1 9 9 0 )  to  b e  a
‘ fa l s e ’  o n e  b e c a u s e  i t  i nvo l ve s  a  s o m ew h a t  a g g re s s i ve  a n d  s e l f - a g g ra n d i s i n g  a tt i t u d e  w i t h
n a t i o n a l i s t i c  u n d e r to n e s .  A c co rd i n g l y ,  t h i s  k i n d  o f  p r i d e  m ay  m o t i va te  A a g a a rd ’s  w i l l  to  f i g h t
a n d  d a re  h i m  to  p rove  w h a t  ‘ k i n d  o f  s t u f f ’  h e  i s  m a d e  o f .

Image :  N idhogg -  Dragon of  Earth ,  “Kuf fen”  ( f ie ld  branch  of  YMCA
Sol ider  Miss ion  in  Denmark) ,  Havoc ,  A l  Asad  A i rbase .  Thomas
Randrup Pedersen .
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B y  co n t ra s t ,  S te f fe n s e n ’s  p r i d e  s e e m s  to  b e  m o re  to  t h e  ‘ t r u e ’  s i d e  ( i b i d . )  i n  te r m s  o f
i n d i c a t i n g  n o t  o n l y  s t ro n g  t i e s  to  V i k i n g  Coy,  b u t  a l s o  re s p e c t f u l  i n te ra c t i o n  w i t h  t h e
Co m p a ny ’s  N o r we g i a n  co u n te r p a r t  d e s p i te  t h e  n a m e /c a l l  s i g n  co n t rove r sy.  Cu r i o u s l y ,
a l t h o u g h  S te f f e n s e n  te n d s  to  f e e l  a s h a m e d  o f  t h e  Vi k i n g i f i c a t i o n  o f  A l  A s a d ,  h e  a p p ea r s  to
t a ke  m u c h  i n d i v i d u a l ,  n o n - a g e n t i a l  p r i d e  i n  V i k i n g  Coy ’s  n a m e  a n d  p a tc h .  H oweve r ,  t h i s  k i n d
o f  p r i d e ,  i t  s e e m s ,  i s  i n t i m a te l y  t i e d  to  t h e  fa c t  t h a t  S te f fe n s e n  i s  o n e  o f  “ t h e  rea l l y  o l d  b oy s ” ,
a s  PV 2  E r i ks e n  p u t s  i t  a b ove .  Co n s e q u e n t l y ,  S te f fe n s e n  fe e l s  a  l o t  o f  a g e n t i a l  p r i d e ,  t h a t  i s ,  h e
fe e l s  q u i te  g o o d  a b o u t  h i m s e l f  b e c a u s e  o f  h i s  ow n  p a r t  i n  V i k i n g  Coy ’s  d e f i n i n g  ex p e r i e n c e s
a n d  a c h i eve m e n t s  i n  A f g h a n i s t a n .  

N ow  t u r n i n g  to  S F C  B e r t h e l s e n ’s  a c co u n t  b e l ow,  i t  i s  n o t  o n l y  t h e  i n te r wove n n e s s  o f
e m b o d i m e n t  a n d  m a te r i a l i s a t i o n  t h a t  b e co m e s  m a n i fe s t ,  b u t  a l s o  t h e  e n t a n g l e m e n t  o f  p r i d e
a n d  a u d i e n ce :  

 B e ca u s e  e a c h  o f  u s  i s  a  h e l l  o f  a  g u y
b e ca u s e  we ’ re  n o t  d re s s e d  i n  t h e  s a m e  wa y
a s  t h ey  a re .  I n  t h e  D a n i s h  A r my  yo u ’ re
a l l owe d  to  h a ve  t h e  k i n d  o f  b e a rd  yo u  wa n t .
We  h a ve  d e c i d e d  t h a t  w h e t h e r  yo u ’ re  a
g o o d  o r  a  b a d  s o l d i e r  i s n ’ t  a  q u e s t i o n
d e p e n d i n g  o n  w h e t h e r  yo u  h a ve  a  f u l l
b e a rd .  S o ,  t h a t ’s  w hy  t h ey  e nv y  u s  a  b i t .
We ’ re  a l s o  a l l owe d  to  we a r  b o o t s  t h a t  f i t
o u r  fe e t  . . .  I  d o n ’ t  k n ow  i f  t h a t ’s  a  p a r t  o f
t h e  Vi k i n g s .  I  j u s t  t h i n k  i t ’ s  t h e  D a n i s h
m e n ta l i ty .  I t  m u s t  wo r k  fo r  u s  …  B u t  m a y b e
we  l o o k  l i ke  s o m e  d a re d ev i l s  b e c a u s e  we ’ re
n o t  a l l  we a r i n g  t h e  s a m e  b o o t s ,  a n d  we
h a ve  t h e  h a i rc u t s  we  l i ke  to  h a ve .  

-  C T T,  S FC  B e r t h e l s e n  

B e r t h e l s e n  fe e l s  n o n - a g e n t i a l  p r i d e  i n  w h a t  h e  d e s c r i b e s  a s  “ t h e  D a n i s h  m e n t a l i ty ” ,  w h i c h  i n
co m p a r i s o n  w i t h  t h e  A m e r i c a n  o n e ,  m a ke s  B e r t h e l s e n  s t a n d  o u t  l i ke  “ a  h e l l  o f  a  g u y ” .  A t  l ea s t
t h a t  i s  s o  w h e n  B e r t h e l s e n  a d o p t s  t h e  p e r s p e c t i ve ,  rea l  o r  i m a g i n e d ,  o f  t h e  U S  t ro o p s  a t  A l
A s a d .  I n  t h a t  p e r s p e c t i ve ,  B e r t h e l s e n ,  i t  s e e m s ,  f i n d s  p l ea s u re  i n  h i s  a n d  h i s  ‘ fe l l ow-Vi k i n g s ’
b e i n g - fo r - o t h e r s ,  i n  t h e i r  b e i n g  a s  o b j e c t s  fo r  p e rc e p t i o n ,  i n  t h e i r  b e i n g  a s  o b j e c t s  p e rc e i ve d
a s  “d a re d ev i l s ”  by  v i r t u e  o f  t h e i r  n o n - u n i fo r m ,  ‘ u n d i s c i p l i n e d ’ ,  a n d  t h u s  hy p e r- m a s c u l i n i s e d
wa r r i o r - l i ke  l o o ks .  
 

” Wel l ,  I  th ink ,  wh en th e
Am er icans  look  at  us ,  th en
th ey  th ink  that  we ’ re  qu i te

som e Vik in gs . . .”
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Image :  Guard ian  Angel  wi th  V ik ing  warror  tat too ,  Camp Utgard ,  LSA
Tr ipo l i ,  Havoc ,  A l  Asad  A i rbase .  Thomas  Randrup Pedersen .

Image :  Company  Tra in ing  Members  wi th  V ik ing  COY t -sh i r ts ,  Task
Force  Dragon HQ,  The  Morgue ,  Havoc ,  A l  Asad  A i rbase .  Thomas
Randrup Pedersen .
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Ena c tm ents

T h e  Vi k i n g s  we re  a l l  wa r r i o r s .  G re a t  wa r r i o r s .  B i g  a n d  s t ro n g  wa r r i o r s .  A n d  t h o s e  A m e r i ca n s
we ’ ve  b e e n  ta l k i n g  to ,  t h ey  d o  a l s o  s a y,  “ D a n i s h  Vi k i n g s ” ,  r i g h t?  T h a t ’s  w h a t  t h ey  ca l l  u s  …
Eve n  Fo u r  o f  D i a m o n d s  we re  ca l l e d  “ D a n i s h  Vi k i n g s ” .  S o ,  t h a t ’s  w h a t  we ’ re  k n ow n  fo r ,  a n d  I
t h i n k  i t  h a s  a  w h o l e  l o t  to  d o  w i t h  t h e  wa y  i n  w h i c h  t h e  D a n i s h  A r my  p e r fo r m e d  i n  I ra q  a n d
A f g h a n i s ta n .  A l t h o u g h ,  we  we re  o n l y  l i ke  4 0 0  m e n  i n  to ta l ,  we  m a d e  a  h u g e  i m p re s s i o n  by
f i g h t i n g  a s  e q u a l s  w i t h  t h e  A m e r i c a n s  a n d  t h e  B r i t i s h  …  We  co u l d  d o  t h e  s a m e  a s  t h ey  co u l d ,
a n d  s o m e t i m e s  eve n  b e tte r .  
 

-  C T T,  LC p l  B j ö r n s s o n  

We  c a l l  o u r s e l ve s  V i k i n g s ,  b u t  to  m e  i t  h a s  n o t h i n g  to  d o  w i t h  t h e  p ro p e r  V i k i n g  A g e  . . .  A s  fo r
t h e  a xe  [ d e p i c te d  a t  t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e  Vi k i n g  Coy  i n s i g n i a ]  i t  d o e s  n o t  h i s to r i ca l l y  c o r re s p o n d
w i t h  t h e  Vi k i n g  A g e .  I t  m i g h t  l o o k  m o re  l i ke  a  M e d i eva l  h a l b e rd  . . .  T h e  Vi k i n g  A g e  i s
a p p e a l i n g ,  a n d  p e o p l e  t h i n k  i t ’ s  a we s o m e .  S o ,  a l r i g h t ,  t h ey  a s s o c i a te  u s  w i t h  t h a t ,  a n d  we
h a ve  s o m e t i m e s  j o ke d  a b o u t  g o i n g  o u t  ra i d i n g  w h e n  we  g o  to  o n e  p l a ce  o r  a n o t h e r .  B u t  to
m e  i t  h a s  n o  d e e p e r  m e a n i n g .  

-  C T T,  S g t  S te f fe n s e n

Co m p a r i n g  B j ö r n s s o n ’s  a n d  S te f fe n s e n ’s  a cc o u n t s ,  t h e  f o r m e r  i s  d ea d  s e r i o u s  a b o u t  t h e  u s e
o f  t h e  D a n i s h  Vi k i n g  p a s t ,  w h i l e  t h e  l a tte r  p o r t r ay s  i t  a s  f u n  o r  eve n  r i d i c u l e s  i t .  T h e  fo r m e r
a c co u n t  co n n e c t s  t h e  Vi k i n g  t h e m e  w i t h  s e n s e m a k i n g ,  w h i l e  t h e  l a tte r  s h ow s  t h e  c o n n e c t i o n
to  b e  c l o s e  to  m ea n i n g l e s s .  B j ö r n s s o n  s e e m s  to  fe e l  g o o d  a b o u t  t h e  fa c t  t h a t  U S  t ro o p s  a t  A l
A s a d  a re  re fe r r i n g  to  D a n i s h  s o l d i e r s  a s  “ D a n i s h  Vi k i n g s ” .  H e  a p p ea r s  to  f e e l  a  h e te ro -
i n d u ce d ,  n o n - a g e n t i a l  p r i d e  i n  t h e  Vi k i n g s  a s  wa r r i o r s  a n d  a n  a g e n t i a l  p r i d e  i n  t h e
a c h i eve m e n t s  o f  t h e  D a n i s h  A r my  i n  t h e  wa r s  i n  I ra q  a n d  A fg h a n i s t a n .  H oweve r ,  B j ö r n s s o n ’s
p r i d e  te n d s  o n c e  a g a i n  to  b e  ‘ fa l s e ’  ( S c h e f f  1 9 9 0 )  i n  p o l i t i c a l  a n d  m i l i t a r y  te r m s  b e c a u s e  o f
i t s  s e l f - a g g ra n d i s i n g  a tt i t u d e  w i t h  n a t i o n a l i s t i c  u n d e r to n e s .  Ye t ,  i n  ex i s te n t i a l  te r m s ,
B j ö r n s s o n ’s  p r i d e  i s  a rg u a b l y  i m b u e d  w i t h  a  s e n s e  o f  m a s c u l i n i s e d  s e l f - e n l a rg e m e n t  a s  we l l
a s  w i t h  a  s e n s e  ex i s te n t i a l  p o te n c y.  S te f fe n s e n ,  o n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  t a ke s  n o  p r i d e  i n  o t h e r
n a t i o n a l s  p e rc e i v i n g  h i m  a n d  h i s  fe l l ow- co u n t r y m e n  a s  V i k i n g s .  O n  t h e  co n t r a r y,  S te f fe n s e n
s e e m s  to  f e e l  a s h a m e d  a b o u t  t h e  l a c k  o f  h i s to r i c a l  a c c u ra c y  i nvo l ve d  i n  t h e  Vi k i n g i f i c a t i o n  o f
Vi k i n g  Coy  a n d  o t h e r  D a n i s h  t ro o p s .  T h a t  s a i d ,  S te f fe n s e n  i s  s t i l l  a b l e  to  f i n d  p l ea s u re  i n  t h e
u s e  o f  t h e  D a n i s h  Vi k i n g  p a s t ,  n a m e l y  a s  a  s o u rce  o f  d a r k  h u m o u r .

Image :  V ik ing  COY patch  complete  wi th  double-axe  and motto  “ I
sha l l  e i ther  f ind  a  way  or  make  one” .  The  not  qu i te  so  V ik ing- ish
motto  i s  a l legedly  assoc iated  wi th  the  Carthagin ian  genera l  Hanniba l
in  the  Second Punic  War .  Thomas  Randrup Pedersen .
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When Soldiers
Became Spiritual:
Wartime Beliefs
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T h e  d o m i n a n t  d i s c o u r s e  a b o u t  wa r  i s  t h a t
s o l d i e r s  d e p l oye d  a n d  f i g h t i n g  i n  i t
d o m i n a te  t h e  l a n d s c a p e ,  a n d  t h e  a n i m a l s
t h a t  l i ve  i n  i t .  T h i s  p a p e r  fo c u s e s  o n  t h e
way s  t h a t  Z i m b a bwea n  s o l d i e r s  we re
m a d e  to  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  s a c re d n e s s  a n d
s p i r i t u a l i ty  o f  t h e  D e m o c ra t i c  R e p u b l i c  o f
Co n g o  l a n d s c a p e :  r i ve r  wa te r ,  swa m p s ,
s n a ke s  a n d  g h o s t s  by  t h e  l o c a l  Co n g o l e s e
c i v i l i a n s .  T h e  p a p e r  revea l s  t h a t  eve n
t h o u g h  Z i m b a bwe  s o l d i e r s  b e l i eve d  i n  t h e
m i g h ty  o f  t h e i r  g u n s ,  t h ey  we re
c h a l l e n g e d  by  t h e  wa r  l a n d s c a p e .  I n  s o m e
way  fo r  s o l d i e r s  to  l i ve  i n  t h e  g ro te s q u e
te r ra i n  o f  wa r ,  t h ey  h a d  to  c o n fo r m  to  t h e
l o c a l  p e o p l e ’s  b e l i e f s ,  t h a t  s n a ke s  a re  n o t
k i l l e d ,  s o l d i e r s  we re  n o t  to  b a t h e  i n  e i t h e r
swa m py  o r  r i ve r s  w i t h  s o a p .  I t  wa s
b e l i eve d  t h a t  t h e  r i ve r  a n d  swa m py  wa te r
wa s  m e r m a i d  wa te r .  I t  wa s  b e l i eve d  t h a t  i f
s n a ke s  we re  k i l l e d  t h e n  t h e  few  re m a i n i n g
w i l l  m u l t i p l y  a n d  s p i r i t u a l l y  f i g h t  s o l d i e r s
i n  t h e i r  t re n c h e s .  S o l d i e r s  we re  m a d e  to
b e l i eve  t h a t  s n a ke s  u n d e r s t a n d  w hy  m e n
w i t h  g u n s  we re  l i v i n g  i n  t re n c h e s .  T h i s
wa s  s i m i l a r  to  g h o s t s  w h i c h  c o u l d  m ove
a c ro s s  t h e  d e p l oy m e n t  a rea s ,  a n d
s o m e t i m e s  c l o s e  to  t re n c h e s ,  w h e re
s o l d i e r s  we re  d u g  i n .  T h e  ce n t r a l
a n a l y t i c a l  q u e s t i o n  o n  w h i c h  t h i s  b l o g
p o s t  i s  b a s e d  h a s  to  d o  w i t h  t h e  way s  i n
w h i c h  s o l d i e r s  we re  m a d e  to  b e l i eve  i n
l o c a l  p e o p l e ’s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e
l a n d s c a p e  i n  w h i c h  t h ey  we re  d e p l oye d .
I n  p a r t i c u l a r  t h e  p o s t  revea l s  t h e  way s
t h a t  s o l d i e r s ’  k n ow l e d g e  o f  b e i n g  i n  wa r
wa s  c h a l l e n g e d  by  t h e  s p i r i t u a l i ty  o f  t h e
l o c a l  Co n g o l e s e  p e o p l e ,  a n  i s s u e  w h i c h
t h ey  h a d  n eve r  a n t i c i p a te d  o n  g o i n g  

to  wa r .  S o ,  wa r  i s  n o t  o n l y  a b o u t  t h e
k n ow l e d g e  o f  k n ow i n g  t h e  g u n s ,
co nve n t i o n a l  wa r fa re ,  te r ra i n  t a c t i c s ,  b u t  i t
h a s  a l s o  to  d o  w i t h  b e i n g  m a d e  to  b e l i eve
w h a t  i t  m ea n s  to  l i ve  i n  a n d  w i t h i n  t h e  wa r
l a n d s c a p e  i t s e l f  k n ow n  to  t h e  l o c a l  p e o p l e .
T h e  D e m o c ra t i c  R e p u b l i c  o f  Co n g o  Wa r  h a s
b e e n  re fe r re d  to  a s  t h e  ‘ G rea t  Wa r  i n  A f r i c a ’ ,
o r  ‘A f r i c a ’s  Wo r l d  Wa r ’  ( Pr u n i e r ,  2 0 0 9 ;
R ey n t j e n s ,  1 9 9 9 ,  3 9 1 ) .  I n  Au g u s t  1 9 9 8 ,  t h e
D e m o c r a t i c  R e p u b l i c  o f  Co n g o  re b e l
fo r m a t i o n s  b a c ke d  by  R wa n d a  a n d  U g a n d a
wa g e d  a  wa r  a g a i n s t  t h e  g ove r n m e n t  o f
Pre s i d e n t  L a u re n t  Ka b i l a .  I n  re s p o n s e ,  t h e
S o u t h e r n  A f r i c a n  D eve l o p m e n t  Co m m u n i ty
( S A D C )  d e p l oye d  t ro o p s  to  re s c u e  Pre s i d e n t
Ka b i l a  a n d  h i s  g ove r n m e n t .  T h i s  wa s  s o
b e c a u s e  D R C  wa s  a  m e m b e r  s t a te  o f  t h e
S A D C ,  a n d  a s  p a r t  o f  f u l f i l l i n g  t h e i r  m a n d a te ,
m e m b e r  s t a te s  s u c h  a s  Z i m b a bwe ,  A n g o l a
a n d  N a m i b i a ,  d e p l oye d  t h e i r  re g u l a r  t ro o p s
to  q u a s h  t h e  re b e l s .  I t  wa s  n o te d  t h a t ,  t h e
D R C  wa r  c a u g h t  t h e s e  S A D C  fo rc e s  u n awa re s
a n d  u n p re p a re d  fo r  i t  ( M a r i n g i ra ,  2 0 1 5 ) .  I n
t h e  c a s e  o f  Z i m b a bwe ,  t h i s  wa s  ev i d e n t  i n
t h e  way s  i n  w h i c h  s o l d i e r s  we re  d e p l oye d ,
w i t h  ve r y  l i m i te d  s u p p o r t  a n d  i m p o r t a n t l y
w i t h o u t  t h e  a p p rova l  o f  t h e  p a r l i a m e n t .  T h e
p a p e r  d raw s  f ro m  t h e  e t h n o g r a p hy  o f  b e i n g
i n  wa r .  S o l d i e r s  w h o  fo u g h t  i n  t h e  D R C  wa r
we re  i n te r v i ewe d ,  i n  t h e  a f te r m a t h  o f  t h e
wa r .  W h i l e  s o l d i e r s  s p o ke  a b o u t  h ow  t h ey
fo u g h t ,  t h ey  a l s o  t a l ke d  a b o u t  t h e  l a n d s c a p e
i n  w h i c h  t h ey  f u n c t i o n e d  w h i c h  t h ey  d e e m e d
a  ‘ s p i r i t u a l  l a n d s c a p e ’ .

This text is based one a blog post written as a part of the Seminar Reconceptualizing Warfare
and Its Experience, April  10, 2025, funded by the WARFUN project.
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Bel iev in g  th e  inv is ib le :  Gh osts  an d  snakes  in  deploym ents

O n e  o f  t h e  g rea te s t  c h a l l e n g e s
o f  s o l d i e r s  i s  to  fa i l  to  rea d  a n d

u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  l a n d s c a p e  i n
w h i c h  t h ey  a re  d e p l oye d  i n .  O n

b e i n g  d e p l oye d  to  t h e  D R C ,
s o l d i e r s  c a r r i e d  w i t h  t h e m  t h e

co nve n t i o n a l  m i l i t a r y
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  t h e  wa r

l a n d s c a p e :  h ow  to  rea d  t h e
l a n d s c a p e ,  to  n av i g a te ,  a n d

h ow  to  l o c a te  a n d  d o  o b s t a c l e
c ro s s i n g  to  a tt a c k  re b e l s .  T h e
D R C  l a n d s c a p e  wa s  s o m e h ow

d i f fe re n t  f ro m  w h a t  t h e
s o l d i e r s  co u l d  i m a g i n e .  I t  wa s

a  s p i r i t u a l  l a n d s c a p e ,  a  s a c re d
o n e .  T h e  s o l d i e r s ’  a rea s  o f

d e p l oy m e n t s  we re  i n fe s te d
w i t h  g h o s t s  a n d  ve r y  b i g

s n a ke s .  S o l d i e r s ,  e s p e c i a l l y
t h o s e  o n  s e n t r y  d u t i e s  co u l d

s e e  g h o s t s  i n  t h e  n i g h t .  A s
n o te d  by  o n e  o f  t h e  s o l d i e r s ,

M a t a n d a :
 

I t  wa s  a n o t h e r  wa r ,  a  wa r  i n
w h i c h  we  we re  n o t  t ra i n e d  i n .

Eve r y  n i g h t  I  co u l d  s e e  g h o s t s ,
I  c o u l d  s e e  a  l o n g  a n d  tw i s t i n g

f l a m e  o f  f i re  m ov i n g  a c ro s s
t h e  d e p l oy m e n t .  B u t  I  co u l d
n o t  t r i g g e r  t h e  g u n  b e c a u s e

t h a t  wa s  n o t  t h e  t a rg e t  w h i c h  I
wa s  t a u g h t  i n  f i e l d  c ra f t

l e s s o n s .  T h i s  wa s  a n  i nv i s i b l e
t a rg e t  ( i n te r v i ew  w i t h

M a t a n d a ,  2 0 1 7 ) .
 

I n  s o m e  c a s e s ,  i t  wa s  n o t  o n l y
a b o u t  s e e i n g  t h e  f l a m e  o f  f i re
i n  t h e  d a r k  t h a t  m a d e  s o l d i e r s
b e l i eve  t h a t  t h ey  we re  s e e i n g

g h o s t s  i n  a n d  a ro u n d  t h e
d e p l oy m e n t  a rea .  S o m e t i m e s
t h e  s o l d i e r s  o n  s e n t r y  d u t i e s

co u l d  h ea r  ‘ p e o p l e - l i ke  vo i c e s ’ .
T h e  vo i ce s  we re  l i ke  p e o p l e  i n

a  co nve r s a t i o n .  T h e  s o l d i e r s  o n
s e n t r y  d u ty  c o u l d  t r y  to  l o c a te
w h e re  t h e  vo i ce s  we re  co m i n g

f ro m  i n  t h e  d a r ke s t  h o u r ,  b u t
t h ey  co u l d  n o t .  I f  t h e  s o l d i e r s
a d va n c e  to  t h e  s o u rce s  o f  t h e

vo i ce s ,  t h e  vo i ce s  wo u l d  ‘ m ove ’
f u r t h e r  g ro u n d .  T h i s  m a d e

s o l d i e r s  b e l i eve  t h a t  t h e
d e p l oy m e n t  a rea  wa s  i m b u e d

w i t h  g h o s t s  a s  a l s o  M a t a n d a
ex p l a i n e d  w h i l e  b e i n g

i n te r v i ewe d .
 
.
 

   .
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Yo u  co u l d  h ea r  s o m e  vo i ce s  i n
t h e  m i d n i g h t .  Yo u  t r y  to  p ay
a tte n t i o n  to  t h e  vo i ce s ;  yo u
co u l d  n o t  m a ke  s e n s e  o f  w h a t
t h e  vo i ce s  we re  s ay i n g .  I
u n d e r s to o d  t h e  l o c a l
Co n g o l e s e  l a n g u a g e ,  b u t  yo u
co u l d  n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  t h o s e
vo i ce s .  H oweve r ,  o n  s e n t r y,
s o m e  s o l d i e r s  o p e n e d  g u n  f i re
a n d  s h o t  towa rd s  t h e  vo i ce s  i n
t h e  n i g h t ,  b u t  o n  t h e  fo l l ow i n g
d ay  t h o s e  s o l d i e r s  g o t  s i c k .
W h a t  wa s  s u r p r i s i n g  wa s  t h a t
t h e  s i c k n e s s ,  w h i c h  t h e
s o l d i e r s  s u f fe re d  f ro m ,  c o u l d
n o t  b e  d i a g n o s e d  by  a r my
m e d i c s .  T h e  s o l d i e r s  we re
wea k ,  a n d  u n co n s c i o u s .  T h ey
l a te r  ex p l a i n e d  w h a t  h a p p e n e d
i n  t h e  p rev i o u s  n i g h t ,  t h a t  t h ey
o p e n e d  f i re  o n  g h o s t s  i n  t h e
d e p l oy m e n t  a rea .  T h e  s i t u a t i o n
wa s  h e l p e d  by  o n e  o f  t h e
s ea s o n e d  s o l d i e r s  w h o  wa s  i n
h i s  l a te  4 0 ’s .  H e  h a d  f o u g h t  i n
t h e  Z i m b a bwe  l i b e ra t i o n
s t r u g g l e .  H e  to o k  t h e m  to  a
n ea r by  v i l l a g e  w h e re  t h ey  we re
to l d  by  t h e  v i l l a g e  h ea d  n o t  to
f i g h t  t h e  ‘g h o s t s ’ ,  a s  t h e s e
we re  t h e  s p i r i t s  o f  t h e  l a n d .
T h e  l a n d  wa s  s a i d  to  b e l o n g  to
t h e  ‘ s p i r i t s ’ ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e
d e p l oy m e n t  a rea .  T h u s ,  eve n
t h o u g h  t h e  s p i r i t s  o f  t h e
Co n g o l e s e  l a n d  we re  n o t
re l a te d  to  t h e  Z i m b a bwea n
s o l d i e r s ,  t h ey  we re  s a i d  to  b e
wo r k i n g  a l o n g s i d e  t h e  s o l d i e r s
to  p ro te c t  t h e  Co n g o l e s e
p e o p l e  f ro m  a ny  h a r m .  I n  s o m e
way,  t h e  ‘ s p i r i t s  o f  t h e  l a n d ’
we re  m a d e  to  b e  ‘ f r i e n d l y
fo rce s ’  to  t h e  Z i m b a bwea n
s o l d i e r s .
D u r i n g  t h i s  v i s i t  to  t h e  v i l l a g e
h ea d  t h e  s o l d i e r s  we re  to l d
t h a t  t h ey  we re  n o t  s u p p o s e d  to
k i l l  s n a ke s  i n  t h e  d e p l oy m e n t
a rea .  T h e  v i l l a g e  h ea d
e m p h a s i z e d  t h a t  s n a ke s  i n  t h e
d e p l oy m e n t  a rea  we re  n o t  j u s t
s n a ke s  a s  s o l d i e r s  b e l i eve d ,
b u t  t h e s e  we re  t h e  s p i r i t u a l
sy m b o l s  o f  t h e  l a n d .  T h e
v i l l a g e  h ea d  s t a te d  t h a t  s n a ke s
i n  t h e  d e p l oy m e n t  a rea  h a d
l i ve d  i n  t h e  a rea  s i n ce  t h e
b i r t h  o f  t h e  Co n g o l e s e  l a n d .
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T h e  s n a ke s  we re  re p re s e n t i n g  t h e  s p i r i t s
o f  t h e  l a n d  w h i c h  t h e  s o l d i e r s  co u l d  n o t
s e e .  H e n ce  k i l l i n g  t h e  s n a ke s  i n  t h e
d e p l oy m e n t  a rea  wa s  sy n o ny m o u s  to
k i l l i n g  t h e  s p i r i t s .  T h e  s o l d i e r s  we re  to l d
n o t  to  b e  a g g re s s i ve  towa rd s  a ny  o f
t h e s e  s n a ke s ,  b e c a u s e  i f  t h ey  re t a l i a te
t h i s  co u l d  l ea d  to  t h e  d ea t h  o f  m a ny  o f
t h e  s o l d i e r s  i n  t h e  t re n c h e s .  R ea l i s i n g
t h e  i n c i d e n t  w h i c h  h a d  h a p p e n e d  a f te r
t h e  s o l d i e r s  h a d  o p e n e d  f i re  o n  t h e
g h o s t s ,  t h e  co m m a n d i n g  o f f i c e r  ( CO )
b r i e f e d  s o l d i e r s  to  p ay  a tte n t i o n  to  t h e
l o c a l  co m m u n i ty  ‘ r u l e s ’  o n  h ow  s o l d i e r s
we re  to  l i ve  i n  t h e  t re n c h e s .  W h a t  wa s
a s to n i s h i n g  wa s  t h a t  t h e  way s  t h a t
s o l d i e r s  we re  to  l i ve  w i t h  s n a ke s  a n d
g h o s t s  wa s  n o t  p a r t  o f  t h e  O p e ra t i o n
S t a n d i n g  Pro ce d u re s  ( O S P s )  i .e .  t h e
r u l e s  a n d  re g u l a t i o n s  to  b e  f o l l owe d  by
s o l d i e r s  d e p l oye d  i n  wa r .  H oweve r ,  t h e
s o l d i e r s  l i ve d  a l o n g s i d e  w i t h  s n a ke s
w i t h o u t  t h e  a r my  h ea d q u a r te r s  b e i n g
i n fo r m e d .  S n a ke s  c o u l d  m ove  i n  a n d  co i l
i n  t h e  t re n c h e s  a n d  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  i n  t h e
o l l  b e d s ,  i .e .  s o l d i e r s ’  wa r t i m e  b l a n ke t s ,
a n d  s l e e p  a l o n g s i d e  s o l d i e r s ,  b u t  n o n e
o f  t h e  s o l d i e r s  wa s  b i t te n  by  t h e s e
s n a ke s .  O f te n  w h e n  s o l d i e r s  fe l t  a n d  s aw
t h e  s n a ke  i n s i d e  t h e i r  b l a n ke t s ,  t h ey
l a u g h e d  o f f  a n d  s ay,  “ to d ay  I  h ave  a
g i r l f r i e n d  w i t h  m e ” .  T h e  way s  t h a t
s n a ke s  we re  v i ewe d  a s  “g i r l f r i e n d s ”  i s
i n te re s t i n g  b e c a u s e  i t  p rov i d e s  u s  w i t h
a  va n t a g e  p o i n t  o f  s n a ke s  i n
d e p l oy m e n t s  a s  s p i r i t u a l i z e d .  A g a i n ,  t h e
s n a ke s  a s  s p i r i t s  o f  t h e  l a n d  we re
h u m a n i ze d ,  i .e .  s e e n  a s  ‘g i r l f r i e n d s ’ .  I n  a
way  t h e  l o c a l  Co n g o l e s e  p e o p l e  m a d e
s o l d i e r s  to  b e g i n  to  v i ew  s n a ke s  a s
s p i r i t s ,  b u t  s o l d i e r s  i n co r p o r a te  t h i s
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  to  s e e  t h e m  ‘g i r l f r i e n d s ’ .
T h ey  we re  ‘g i r l f r i e n d s ’  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t
t h e  s n a ke  ty p e ,  s u c h  a s  k r a i t s ,  c o b ra  a n d
m a m b a s  co u l d  t a ke  a  ‘ n a p ’  a l o n g s i d e
s o l d i e r s  i n  t h e  t re n c h e s .  A s  sy m b o l s  o f
s p i r i t s  o f  t h e  l a n d ,  s n a ke s  we re  a l s o
v i ewe d  a s  h av i n g  t h e  c a p a c i ty  to  ‘ f i g h t ’
i n  t h e  wa r ,  a s  wa s  n o te d  by  t h e
Co n g o l e s e  v i l l a g e  h ea d  w h e re  t h e
s o l d i e r s  we re  d e p l oye d .  T h e  b e l i e f
h e l p e d  s o l d i e r s :  n o n e  o f  t h e  s o l d i e r s
we re  eve r  b i t te n  by  t h e  s n a ke s .  T h i s  i s
d e s p i te  t h e  fa c t  t h a t  s o l d i e r s  c o u l d
s l e e p  a l o n g  w i t h  t h e s e  s n a ke s .  T h e
s n a ke s  co u l d  ove r n i g h t  c o i l  a ro u n d  t h e
A K  r i f l e ,  b u t  a t  d aw n ,  t h ey  wo u l d  u n c o i l
by  t h e m s e l ve s .  Fo r  t h e  l o c a l  p e o p l e ,
s n a ke s  i n  t h e  d e p l oy m e n t  we re  s a i d  to
b e  ve r y  co o p e r a t i ve  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g
o f  t h e  s o l d i e r s ’  o p e r a t i o n s .  I n  a  way  t h e  
 

Image :  Thang Cao  v ia  Canva .com

s o l d i e r s ’  b e l i e f  i n s n a ke s  a s  s p i r i t s  a n d  a s
‘g i r l f r i e n d s ’  h a d  h e l p e d  t h e  l o c a l  Co n g o l e s e
to  e s t a b l i s h  s o c i a l  re l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  s o l d i e r s .
T h e  b e l i e f  i n  s n a ke s  a s  s p i r i t s ,  h a d
t ra n s fo r m e d  s o l d i e r s  f ro m  m e re  fo re i g n
f i g h te r s  to  l o c a l  b e l i eve r s  o f  a n d  i n  t h e  wa r
l a n d s c a p e .  S o l d i e r s  co u l d  n o t  d o m i n a te  t h e
l a n d s c a p e  a s  t h ey  h a d  
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e nv i s a g e d  a t  t h e  t i m e  o f  d e p l oy m e n t ,  b u t
t h ey  h a d  to  d e p e n d  o n  t h e  l o c a l  p e o p l e ’s
b e l i e f s  to  b e  a b l e  to  l i ve  i n  a n d  o p e r a te  i n
t h e  l a n d s c a p e .  T h i s  s p ea ks  to  Wo o d wa rd ’s
( 2 0 1 4 )  w r i t i n g  o f  a n d  a b o u t  t h e  l a n d s c a p e  a s
a  tex t .  I t  i s  a  tex t  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  t h e
s o l d i e r s  we re  m a d e  to  b e l i eve  i n  t h e
l a n d s c a p e  s p i r i t s .  T h u s ,  w h i l e  Wo o d wa rd
( i b i d . )  a s s e r t s  t h a t  m i l i t a r y  l a n d s c a p e s  a re
d o m i n a te d  by  t h e  i m p r i n t  o f  m i l i t a r y
a c t i v i t i e s ,  we re  s o l d i e r s  exe rc i s e  t h e i r
t a c t i c a l  k n ow l e d g e ,  t h e  l o c a l  s p i r i t u a l  b e l i e f s
o f  a n d  a b o u t  s n a ke s ,  m a d e  s o l d i e r s  m e re
d we l l e r s  ra t h e r  t h a n  c o n q u e ro r s  o f  t h e  l a n d .
T h e  d e p l oy m e n t  a rea  a n d  t h e  l i n e s  o f  a x i s
b e l o n g e d  to  t h e  g h o s t s :  t h e  s p i r i t s  o f  t h e
l a n d .

S o l d i e r s  d e p l oye d  a l o n g  r i ve r s  m a i n l y  f o r
t a c t i c a l  rea s o n s .  H oweve r ,  a t  a  t i m e  o f
d e p l oy m e n t ,  n e i t h e r  t h e  co m m a n d e r s  n o r
t h e  f o o t  s o l d i e r s  h a d  a ny  d e t a i l e d  k n ow l e d g e
o f  t h e  a rea ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  r i ve r s .  I t  wa s  t h e
v i l l a g e  h ea d  w h o  to l d  s o l d i e r s  t h a t  t h ey  we re
n o t  s u p p o s e d  to  b a t h  e i n  t h e  r i ve r s  w i t h
s o a p,  i n s tea d  t h ey  o n l y  h a d  to  b a t h e  w i t h
wa te r .  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  s o l d i e r s  we re  to l d  n o t  to
sw i m  i n  t h e  r i ve r s  b e c a u s e  t h a t  wo u l d  a n g e r
t h e  m e r m a i d s .
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t h e  r i ve r  l i ve d .  T h i s  i n s t i l l e d  fea r  i n  s o l d i e r s ,
a s  t h ey  fo u n d  i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  b a t h e  i n  r i ve r s
fo r  fea r  o f  m e r m a i d  r i ve r s .  T h e  CO  o rd e re d
t h a t  t h e  r i ve r  wa s  n ow  a n  o u t  o f  b o u n d s
a rea .  I n s tea d  o f  b a t h i n g  i n  t h e  r i ve r ,  t h e  CO
i n s t r u c te d  s o l d i e r s  to  c a r r y  wa te r  f ro m
s h a l l ow  we l l s ,  a n d  b a t h e  w i t h i n  t h e
d e p l oy m e n t  a rea .  O n  p a t ro l s ,  s o l d i e r s
avo i d e d  r i ve r s .  T h ey  c o u l d  n o t  p a t ro l  b eyo n d
t h e  r i ve r  fo r  fea r  o f  t h e  m e r m a i d s .  T h e re fo re ,
t h e  s p i r i t u a l i ty  o f  t h e  r i ve r  b e c a m e  a n
o b s t a c l e  fo r  t h e  s o l d i e r s .  I t  wa s  fo o l h a rd y  fo r
t h e  s o l d i e r s  to  t h e n  t h i n k  o f  t h e  r i ve r  a s  a
t a c t i c a l  a rea .  

H oweve r ,  fo r  t h e  b r i g a d e  c o m m a n d e r  a n d
t h e  CO  co m m a n d i n g  f ro m  t h e  rea r ,  t h e  r i ve r
wa s  h e l d  w i t h  u t m o s t  a n d  t a c t i c a l
s i g n i f i c a n c e  a s  a  s t r a te g i c  p o s i t i o n  to  m o u n t
a n  a m b u s h  to  a tt a c k  re b e l s .  

Image :  D iego  Delso .  Wik imedia  Commons  CC BY-SA 4 .0

 H oweve r ,  eve n  t h o u g h  s o l d i e r s  we re  to l d
to  re f ra i n  f ro m  sw i m m i n g ,  t h ey  we n t
a g a i n s t  t h e  v i l l a g e  h ea d  ‘o rd e r s ’ .  O n  o n e
S a t u rd ay  a f te r n o o n ,  w h i l e  o t h e r  s o l d i e r s
we re  b a t h i n g ,  o f  co u r s e  w i t h o u t  u s i n g
s o a p,  o n e  o f  t h e  s o l d i e r s  swa m ,  a n d  i n  t h e
b l i n k  o f  a n  eye ,  h e  wa s  s e e n  f l o a t i n g  o n
wa te r .  T h e  o t h e r  s o l d i e r s  c o u l d  n o t
re t r i eve  h i s  b o d y  a n d  fea r i n g  f o r  t h e i r
l i ve s  t h ey  ra n  to  t h e  CO  w h o  c a l l e d  fo r  t h e
l o c a l  v i l l a g e  h ea d .  T h e  v i l l a g e  h ea d  t h e n
c a m e  to  t h e  r i ve r  a n d  s p o ke  to  t h e  r i ve r
wa te r s  a n d  re t r i eve d  t h e  b o d y.  T h e  v i l l a g e
h ea d  i n s i s te d  t h a t  t h e  wa te r s  i n  w h i c h  t h e
s o l d i e r  h a d  sw u m  wa s  o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
d a n g e ro u s  p l a c e s  i n  t h e  a rea ,  w h e re  i t
wa s  b e l i eve d  t h a t  t h e  g rea te s t  m e r m a i d  o f  
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S o ,  t h e  c h a l l e n g e  wa s  t h a t  s o l d i e r s  a t  t h e
wa r  f ro n t  c o u l d  n o t  j u s t  w i t h d raw  f ro m
t h e  r i ve r s  to  d e p l oy  e l s ew h e re ,  ra t h e r  t h e
d e p l oy m e n t  a rea  wa s  h i g h l y  d i c t a te d  by
t h o s e  a t  t h e  rea r :  t h e  CO.  T h e  d e p l oy m e n t
a rea  wa s  d e c i d e d  u p o n  o n  a  m a p.  S o l d i e r s
a t  t h e  wa r  f ro n t  wo u l d  t h e n  d e p l oy  a n d
c a r r y  o u t  p a t ro l s  a s  o rd e re d  f ro m  t h e  rea r .
T h u s ,  i t  wa s  a n  i n i t i a t i ve  o f  t h e  CO  a t  t h e
wa r  f ro n t  to  d ea l  w i t h  t h e  s p i r i t u a l i ty  o f
t h e  r i ve r s :  i n fe s te d  w i t h  m e r m a i d s .  Eve n
t h o u g h  t h e  CO  c o u l d  s e n d  a  s i g n a l
b r i e f i n g  t h e  rea r  co m m a n d e r s  a b o u t  t h e
way s  t h a t  t h e  s o l d i e r  wa s  k i l l e d  by
m e r m a i d s ,  i t  wa s  h a rd  fo r  t h e  b r i g a d e
co m m a n d e r s  to  b e l i eve  h ow  a  s o l d i e r
co u l d  b e  k i l l e d  i n  a  r i ve r  w i t h o u t
p rov i d i n g  ev i d e n ce  f o r  i t .  Eve n  i f  a  b o a rd
o f  i n q u i r y  wa s  to  b e  s u m m o n e d ,  h ow
wo u l d  t h e  q u e s t i o n  b e  f u l l y  re s p o n d e d  to :
h ow  d o  we  k n ow  t h e  s o l d i e r  w h o  d i e d
w h i l e  sw i m m i n g  wa s  k i l l e d  by  a  m e r m a i d ?
I s  t h e re  a ny  ev i d e n ce  to  s u b s t a n t i a te  t h e
c l a i m  t h a t  a  s o l d i e r  wa s  k i l l e d  by  a
m e r m a i d ?  Fa i l u re  to  re s p o n d  to  s u c h
q u e s t i o n s  wo u l d  s i m p l y  c l a r i f y  t h a t  t h e
s o l d i e r  d i e d  d u e  to  n e g l i g e n ce  i n  t h e
co n tex t  o f  wa r .
 
T h e  ve r y  fa c t  t h a t  s o l d i e r s  o f te n  c o u l d  d i e
d u e  to  a n  a tt a c k  f ro m  t h e  u n s e e n ,  b u t
t h i n g s  w h i c h  t h o s e  a t  t h e  wa r  f ro n t  co u l d
b e l i eve  i n ,  p o s i t i o n e d  s o l d i e r s  i n  a
q u a n d a r y  p o s i t i o n .  T h e  m e r m a i d s  i n  r i ve r s
c h a l l e n g e d  s o l d i e r s ’  o p e r a t i o n s  fo r  w h o m
i t  s e e m e d  i m p o s s i b l e  to  p a t ro l  a c ro s s  a n d
b eyo n d  r i ve r s .  T h e  ‘ wa te r s c a p e ’  wa s  i t s e l f
i m b u e d  w i t h  s p i r i t u a l  p owe r  o f  t h e
m e r m a i d s  w h i c h  s o l d i e r s  fa i l e d  to  f i g h t .
S o l d i e r s  co u l d  o n l y  d e p e n d  o n  t h e
s p i r i t u a l  k n ow l e d g e  o f  t h e  l o c a l
Co n g o l e s e  p e o p l e ,  t h a t  t h ey  s h o u l d  n o t
b a t h e  i n  t h e  r i ve r s  w i t h  s o a p ,  n o r  sw i m  i n
t h e  r i ve r s .  I n  a  way  t h i s  ex p l a i n s  to  u s  t h e
way s  t h e  l o c a l  p o p u l a t i o n s  d o m i n a te d  t h e
a rea  ra t h e r  t h a n  t h e  s o l d i e r s .  W h i l e  t h e
l i te ra t u re  o n  wa r  a n d  m i l i t a r y  l a n d s c a p e
a s s e r t s  t h a t  s o l d i e r s  d o m i n a te  a n d  d o
v i o l e n ce  o n  t h e  l a n d s c a p e  o n  w h i c h  t h ey
o p e ra te  ( Wo o d wa rd ,  2 0 1 3 ) ,  t h e  c a s e  o f  t h e
m e r m a i d s ’  a c t i ve  p re s e n c e  i n  Co n g o l e s e
r i ve r s  revea l s  to  u s  s o l d i e r s  w h o  we re
ra t h e r  d o m i n a te d  by  t h e  s p i r i t s  a n d  t h e
l o c a l  p e o p l e  w i t h i n  w h i c h  t h ey  we re
d e p l oye d .

Map an d lan dscape  rea din g
 
Fo r  s o l d i e r s  to  l i ve  a n d  p a t ro l  a n d  b e  a b l e
to  l o c a te  e n e my  p o s i t i o n s ,  t h ey  f i r s t  t r i e d
to  u t i l i s e  t h e  m a p s ,  a n d  t h e  g r i d
re f e re n ce s ,  b u t  t h a t  wa s  a  c h a l l e n g e .  I t
wa s  p ro b l e m a t i c  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  i n  t h e
D R C  i t  ra i n e d  m o s t  p a r t s  o f  t h e  yea r ,  a n d  

i t  wa s  a l way s  we t .  T h e  fea t u re s  o n  t h e  m a p
co u l d  n o t  ea s i l y  b e  l o c a te d  o n  t h e  g ro u n d .
T h e  p ro m i n e n t  f ea t u re s  c o u l d  n o t  b e
d e te c te d  f ro m  t h e  m a p  to  t h e  g ro u n d .  A
t a c t i c a l  p o s i t i o n  to  a m b u s h  e n e m i e s  m i g h t
b e  a l o n g  t h e  r i ve r ,  w h i c h  s o l d i e r s  fea re d :
w h e re  m e r m a i d s  l i ve .  Eve n  t h o u g h  a  m a p  i s
a  re p re s e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  l a n d s c a p e  to  b e  rea d
o f f  ( s e e  a l s o  Wo o d wa rd ,  2 0 0 4 ) ,  t h e
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  a n d  rea d i n g  o f  t h e  m a p  wa s
n o t  sy n o ny m o u s  a n d  co u l d  n o t  b e  ea s i l y
a p p l i e d  o n  t h e  g ro u n d .  T h e  g ro u n d  h a d  i t s
ow n  rea d i n g  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  w h i c h  wa s
h i g h l y  a n d  o f te n  s p i r i t u a l .  I n  t h i s  re g a rd  we
c a n  re fe r  to  t h i s  f o r m  o f  l a n d s c a p e  a s
“ s p i r i t u a l i z e d  l a n d s c a p e  o f  wa r ” ,  o n e  w h i c h
i s  u n d e r s to o d  t h ro u g h  t h e  l e n s  o f  t h e  s p i r i t .
 
O f te n  o n  d e b r i e f i n g  p l a to o n  c o m m a n d e r s
h i g h l y  d e p e n d  o n  s a n d  t a b l e s :  u s i n g  s a n d  to
d raw  t h e  s t ra te g i c  a rea s  to  a tt a c k  t h e  e n e my
e m p l oy i n g  t h e  b e s t  p o s s i b l e  ro u te .  Fo r  a
s a n d  t a b l e  to  b e  u s e d ,  i t  h a s  to  b e  d raw n  a
d ay  b e fo re  o n  t h e  g ro u n d .  T h i s  wa s  n o t
p o s s i b l e  i n  t h e  D R C  wa r  b e c a u s e  h eav y
ra i n fa l l  wo u l d  ea s i l y  wa s h  i t  away.
 
I n  a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  D R C  l a n d s c a p e  wa s
c h a r a c te r i z e d  by  t h i c k  fo re s t .  I t  wa s  d i f f i c u l t
to  u t i l i s e  t h e  m a p  to  rea d  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d
t h e  l a n d s c a p e  to  e n a b l e  p a t ro l  ro u te  a n d
eve n  l ay  a n  a m b u s h  i n  s u c h  a  fo re s t .  T h e
l o c a l  p e o p l e  i n s i s te d  t h a t  t re e s  b e l o n g e d  to
t h e  a n c e s to r s  a n d  we re  n o t  s u p p o s e d  to  b e
c u t  d ow n .  T h e  t re e s  we re  b e l i eve d  to  b e  t h e
‘ t re e  s p i r i t s ’ ,  i .e .  t h e  s p i r i t s  l i ve d  i n  t h o s e
t re e s .  S o l d i e r s  we re  n o t  s u p p o s e d  to  c u t
d ow n  t h e  ‘ s p i r i t u a l i ze d  t re e s ’  fo r  b o t h
t a c t i c a l  rea s o n s  a n d  fo r  u s e  a s  f i rewo o d .
T h e re  we re  a l s o  s p e c i f i c  t re e s  i n  t h e  f o re s t
w h i c h  t h e  s o l d i e r s  we re  n o t  a l l owe d  to  re s t
o n .  T h e s e  t re e s  we re  s a i d  to  b e  ‘ h o u s i n g ’  t h e
‘ s p i r i t s  o f  t h e  fo re s t s ’ .  I f  t h e  s o l d i e r s  we n t
a g a i n s t  t h e  l o c a l s ’  b e l i e f s ,  i t  wa s  s t a te d  t h a t ,
e i t h e r  h u g e  s n a ke s  o f  t h e  fo re s t s ,  w h i c h
we re  sy m b o l s  o f  t h e  s p i r i t ,  wo u l d  swa l l ow
s o l d i e r s  o r  b i te  t h e m  w h i c h  wo u l d  re s u l t  i n
s o l d i e r s  d eve l o p i n g  u n t rea t a b l e  wo u n d s .
 
T h u s  co n s i d e r i n g  t h e  ve r y  fa c t  t h a t  s o l d i e r s
h ave  h a d  w i t h  t h e  r i ve r  m e r m a i d s ,  s e e i n g
o n e  o f  t h e i r  co m p a t r i o t  d y i n g  sw i m m i n g  i n
t h e  r i ve r ,  l i v i n g  w i t h  s n a ke s  a n d  g h o s t s  i n
t h e  d e p l oy m e n t ,  n o n e  o f  t h e  s o l d i e r s  wo u l d
h ave  wa n te d  to  co n t i n u e  r i s k i n g  t h e i r  l i ve s
by  n o t  b e l i ev i n g  i n  w h a t  t h e  l o c a l  p e o p l e  s ay
a b o u t  t h e  way s  i n  w h i c h  t h e  s o l d i e r s  we re  to
l i ve  i n  t h e  wa r  l a n d s c a p e .  I n  a s  m u c h  a s  m a p
rea d i n g  wa s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  m i l i t a r y  p ra c t i c e
i n  wa r ,  b e l i ev i n g  i n  t h e  l o c a l  p e o p l e ’s
s p i r i t u a l  b e l i e f  o f  t h e  l a n d s c a p e  wa s  ce n t ra l
i n  m a k i n g  s o l d i e r s  l i ve  a n d  ‘o p e ra te ’  i n  a n d
b eyo n d  t h e  t re n c h  wa r fa re .
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Mater ia l i t ies  o f  th e  lan dscape :  Gh osts ,
snakes  an d  m ermaids
 
H e re  I  wa n t  to  e n g a g e  w i t h  t h e  m i l i t a r y
l a n d s c a p e  w h i c h  b e c a m e  s p i r i t u a l i z e d
a n d  wa s  b eyo n d  c o nve n t i o n a l  m i l i t a r y
rea d i n g  a n d  co n t ro l .  T h u s  i f  we  a re  to
u n d e r s t a n d  m i l i t a r y  l a n d s c a p e s ,  i n
p a r t i c u l a r  i n  t h e  co n tex t  o f  wa r :  i n  a n
A f r i c a n  s e tt i n g  we re  b e l i e f ,  r i t u a l s  a n d
s p i r i t u a l  p ra c t i c e s  f o r m s  t h e  b a s i s  o f
s o c i a l  l i f e ,  fo r  exa m p l e  i n  t h e  D R C  wa r  o n
w h i c h  t h i s  p a p e r  i s  d raw n ,  t h e n  we  n e e d
to  t h e o r i ze  g h o s t s ,  s p i r i t u a l  s n a ke s ,
m e r m a i d s  a n d  t re e s  to  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
way s  t h a t  m i l i t a r y  l a n d s c a p e ’s  f u n c t i o n .
G h o s t s ,  s n a ke s  a n d  m e r m a i d s  w h i c h
s p i r i t u a l l y  e m e rg e  o n  s o l d i e r s ’
d e p l oy m e n t  a rea s ,  a re  i n  t h e m s e l ve s ,
‘ a c t i ve  a g e n t s  o f  p owe r  a n d  a u t h o r i ty ’
( Fo n te i n ,  2 0 1 4 : 7 1 3 ) .  T h e  g h o s t s ,  s n a ke s
a n d  m e r m a i d s  d o  t h i n g s  to  s o l d i e r s :  t h ey
exe r t  p owe r  o n  t h e  l a n d s c a p e  by
o b s t r u c t i n g  a n d  d i s r u p t i n g  s o l d i e r s ’
t a c t i c s ,  i .e .  a m b u s h e s  a n d  p a t ro l s .  T h e
g h o s t s ,  s n a ke s  a n d  m e r m a i d s  a re
‘ m a te r i a l i t i e s  o f  t h e  l a n d s c a p e ’ ,  ( Fo n te i n ,
2 0 1 5 :  1 2 )  i .e .  t h ey  g i ve  ‘ l i fe ’  to  t h e
l a n d s c a p e  by  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a  re l a t i o n s h i p
b e twe e n  c i v i l i a n s ,  s o l d i e r s  a n d  t h e
p hy s i c a l  l a n d s c a p e .  T h u s ,  t h e  g h o s t s ,
s p i r i t u a l  s n a ke s  a n d  r i ve r  m e r m a i d s  a l l
v i ewe d  a s  s p i r i t u a l ,  ev i n ce  t h e  c a p a c i ty  to
i n t r u d e  a n d  d i s r u p t  s o l d i e r s ’  way s  o f
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  l a n d s c a p e .

T h u s ,  t h e  a c t i ve  p re s e n c e  o f  g h o s t s ,
s n a ke s  a n d  m e r m a i d s  i n  t h e  m i l i t a r y
d e p l oy m e n t  a rea  a c t i ve l y  re - d e f i n e  t h e
m i l i t a r y  l a n d s c a p e .  T h e re  i s  a  c o -
ex i s te n ce  o f  d i f fe re n t  m a te r i a l i t i e s :  t h e
s n a ke s ,  m e r m a i d s  a n d  g h o s t s  w h i c h  exe r t
d i f fe re n t  fo r m s  o f  p owe r  a n d  a u t h o r i ty
b u t  a l l  co n t ro l l i n g  t h e  m i l i t a r y  l a n d s c a p e .
T h e  ‘ m a te r i a l  p re s e n ce ’  o f  t h e  m e r m a i d s ,
s n a ke s  a n d  g h o s t s  p ro d u ce s  evo c a t i ve
d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  t h e  l a n d s c a p e  a s ,  e .g . ,
m e r m a i d s  o f  t h e  r i ve r ,  ‘ s p i r i t s  o f  t h e
l a n d ’ .  T h i s  i n  s o m e  way  revea l s  t h e
i m m a n e n ce  o f  t h e  p a s t  t h a t  h a s  t h e
c a p a c i ty  to  d i s r u p t  m i l i t a r y  p owe r  o n  a n d
ove r  t h e  l a n d s c a p e .
 
T h u s ,  w h i l e  Wo o d wa rd  ( 2 0 1 3 )  a rg u e s  t h a t
t h e  m i l i t a r y  d o  v i o l e n c e  to  l a n d s c a p e s  o n
w h i c h  t h ey  o p e ra te  ( w h i c h  i n d e e d  i s  rea l ) ,
t h i s  p a p e r  revea l s  t h a t ,  t h e  m a te r i a l i t i e s
o f  t h e  l a n d s c a p e :  g h o s t s  a n d  m e r m a i d s ,
h ave  e n d u r i n g  c a p a c i t i e s  to  d i s r u p t  t h e
v i o l e n ce  t h a t  s o l d i e r s  s e e k  to  d o  i n
va r y i n g  way s  a n d  d e g re e s .  Fo r  Wo o d wa rd
( 2 0 1 4 ) ,  l a n d s c a p e s  a re  b o t h  a  tex t  a n d
s i te s  o f  ex p e r i e n c e .  H oweve r ,  l a n d s c a p e
a s  tex t  revea l s  to  u s  t h a t  t h e re  a re
d i f fe re n t  s u b j e c t i v i t i e s  w h i c h  i n te r fa c e  o n  
 

l a n d s c a p e s :  s o l d i e r s  a n d  g h o s t s  a n d  s o l d i e r s
a n d  m e r m a i d s  a n d  s o l d i e r s  a n d  s n a ke s .  T h e
d i f fe re n t  s u b j e c t i v i t i e s  o f  s o l d i e r s  a n d  t h e s e
s p i r i t u a l  o b j e c t s  i s  p ro fo u n d  i n  s h a p i n g  h ow
t h e  l a n d s c a p e  i s  ( re ) d e f i n e d .  T h e  ex p e r i e n ce
o f  b e i n g  i n  a n d  o n  t h a t  l a n d s c a p e  ev i n ce
a n d  i nvo ke s  ce r t a i n  e m o t i o n a l  a n d  e f fe c t i ve
c a p a c i t i e s .

Con clus ion
 
T h e  b l o g  h a s  revea l e d  t h a t  t h e  b e l i e f  t h a t
s n a ke s  i n  t h e  d e p l oy m e n t  a rea s  we re  ‘ s p i r i t s ’
o f  t h e  l a n d ,  g h o s t s  we re  p ro te c t i ve ,  r i ve r
m e r m a i d s  we re  c u s to d i a n s  o f  t h e  r i ve r s ,  a n d
ce r t a i n  t re e s  ‘ h o u s e d ’  t h e  s p i r i t s ,  c h a l l e n g e d
t h e  c o nve n t i o n a l  s o l d i e r i n g  p ra c t i ce s ,  t h a t  o f
d o m i n a t i n g  t h e  l a n d s c a p e .  I n s tea d  o f  t h e
s o l d i e r s  v i o l a t i n g  t h e  l a n d s c a p e  o n  w h i c h
t h ey  we re  d e p l oye d ,  t h e  s p i r i t s  o f  t h e  l a n d ,
wa te r  a n d  t re e s  d o m i n a te d  a n d  d i c t a te d
s o l d i e r s ’  way s  o f  l i fe  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f
t h e  l a n d s c a p e .  T h e  s p i r i t u a l  b e l i e f s  c h a n g e d
s o l d i e r s ’  t a c t i c s  o n  p a t ro l  a n d  a m b u s h .
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T h u s ,  f o c u s i n g  o n  s p i r i t u a l  b e l i e f s  a n d
l a n d s c a p e  o n  s o l d i e r s ’  o p e ra t i o n s  i n  t h e
co n tex t  o f  wa r  a l l ow s  u s  to  co n ce p t u a l i ze  t h e
i d ea  o f  m i l i t a r y  l a n d s c a p e s ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  o n
t h e  way s  i n  w h i c h  n a t u r a l  s u r ro u n d i n g s  a re
rea d  a n d  u n d e r s to o d  a s  s p i r i t u a l i z e d .  H e n ce
t h i s  p a p e r  h a s  revea l e d  t h a t  m i l i t a r y
l a n d s c a p e  i s  n o t  o n l y  w h a t  we  s e e ,  b u t  a l s o
h ow  w h a t  we  s e e ,  a n d  we  d o  n o t  s e e ,  i n
t h e s e  l a n d s c a p e s  i n te ra c t  w i t h  t h e
s o l d i e r i n g  p ra c t i ce s  a n d  c h a l l e n g e s  t h e m .  I n
a  way,  w h e n  t h e  m i l i t a r y  l a n d s c a p e s  a re  s a i d
to  b e  i m b u e d  w i t h  t h e  ‘ s p i r i t s ’  o f  t h e  l a n d ,  i t
i nvo ke s  t h e  a g e n c y  o f  t h e  s p i r i t s  w h i c h
e s t a b l i s h e s  t h e  re l a t i o n s h i p  b e twe e n  t h e
s o l d i e r  a n d  t h e  i nv i s i b l e  wo r l d .

Image :  GDJ  f rom p ixabay  v ia  Canva .com
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W h a t  c a n  s o l d i e r  h u m o r  te l l  u s  a b o u t  i n te r n a t i o n a l  re l a t i o n s?  To  b e g i n  w i t h ,  h u m o r  i s  a
u n i ve r s a l  s o c i a l  p ra c t i c e  t h a t  i n c l u d e s ,  b ro a d l y  s p ea k i n g ,  “ a tte m p t s  to  i n c i te ,  p rovo ke  o r
ex p re s s  a m u s e m e n t  ( We d d e r b u r n  2 0 2 1 ,  7 ) .  I t  i s  d u e  to  t h i s  o rd i n a r i n e s s  t h a t  h u m o r  h a s
i n c rea s i n g l y  b e e n  t a ke n  s e r i o u s l y  a s  a  c o n ce p t u a l  n e e d l e  fo r  t a k i n g  a  b i o p sy  o f  i n te r n a t i o n a l
re l a t i o n s  ( B ra s s e tt ,  B row n i n g ,  a n d  We d d e r b u r n  2 0 2 1 ) .  T h e  s u rg i n g  i n te re s t  i n  h u m o r  i s  n o t  a n
e s c a p e  f ro m  p o l i t i c s  b u t  g row s  o u t  o f  a  s o c i o l o g i c a l  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  i n te r n a t i o n a l  re l a t i o n s
a s  a n  o u tc o m e  o f  eve r yd ay  p ra c t i ce  ( We d d e r b u r n  2 0 2 1 ,  2 ,  3 ,  5 ,  2 6 -2 8 ) .  S i n c e  h u m o r  i s  s u c h  a
co m m o n  m o d e  o f  s o c i a l  i n te r a c t i o n  i t  l e n d s  i t s e l f  to  exa m i n i n g  t h e  s o c i a l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l
re l a t i o n s  t h a t  i t  re f l e c t s ,  m a i n t a i n s ,  a n d  c h a l l e n g e s .  

T h e  u b i q u i ty  o f  h u m o r  a s  s o c i a l  p r a c t i c e  i m p l i e s  t h a t  i t  a l s o  o c c u r s  i n  s e tt i n g s  a n d  s i t u a t i o n s
t h a t  a re  co n s i d e re d  a n t i t h e t i c a l  to  f u n  a n d  a m u s e m e n t .  A t  f i r s t  s i g h t ,  t h e  m i l i t a r y  a p p ea r s  to
b e  s u c h  a  h u m o r- f re e ,  b l ea k ,  a n d  h a r s h  s o c i a l  e nv i ro n m e n t :  s o l d i e r s  re l i n q u i s h  c i v i l  l i b e r t i e s ,
d i s c i p l i n e  t h e i r  b o d i e s  i n  d r i l l  exe rc i s e s ,  s u b j e c t  t h e m s e l ve s  a t  t h e  m e rc y  o f  s u p e r i o r s ,  a n d
a c ce p t  t h e  p o s s i b i l i ty  o f  i n j u r y  a n d  d ea t h .  I n  s p i te  –  o r  b e c a u s e  –  o f  t h e s e  co n d i t i o n s ,  m i l i t a r y
s c h o l a r s  a c k n ow l e d g e  t h a t  h u m o r  f o r m s  a n  i n te g ra l  p a r t  o f  s o l d i e r  c u l t u re  ( B e n -A r i  a n d  S i o n
2 0 0 5 ;  G o d f rey  2 0 1 6 ;  H o c key  2 0 0 6  ( 1 9 8 6 ) ,  5 6 – 57,  7 2 ,  1 7 2 - 1 75 ;  S l ø k-A n d e r s e n  2 0 1 9 ;  J o h a i s  2 0 2 5 ;
T i d y  2 0 2 1 ) .  
 

This text is based one a blog post written as a part of the Seminar Reconceptualizing Warfare
and Its Experience, April  10, 2025, funded by the WARFUN project.

32

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:US_Army_52858_Soldiers_across_Europe_meet_at_annual_fest.jpg
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:US_Army_52858_Soldiers_across_Europe_meet_at_annual_fest.jpg


Image 3: Reservist championship parkour. Eva Johais

3435 34

T h i s  s o l d i e r l y  h u m o r  c u l t u re  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n s t r u c t i ve  fo r  t h e  s t u d y  o f  i n te r n a t i o n a l  re l a t i o n s
b e c a u s e  s o l d i e r s  a re  a t  t h e  f o re f ro n t  o f  t h e  eve r yd ay  p ro d u c t i o n  o f  t h e s e  re l a t i o n s  d u r i n g
m u l t i n a t i o n a l  o p e r a t i o n s  o r  i n  o t h e r  s e tt i n g s  o f  t ra n s n a t i o n a l  m i l i t a r y  co o p e ra t i o n s .  I t  i s  t h i s
a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  m o t i va te s  t h e  f o l l ow i n g  ex p l o ra t i o n  o f  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s ’  i n te r n a t i o n a l  j o k i n g
re l a t i o n s h i p s .  E m p i r i c a l l y ,  i t  d r aw s  o n  a  re s ea rc h  p ro j e c t  o n  s o l d i e r  h u m o r  t h a t  e n t a i l e d  i n -
d e p t h  i n te r v i ew s  a n d  g ro u p  d i s c u s s i o n s  w i t h  t h i r ty- f i ve  c u r re n t  o r  fo r m e r  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e
G e r m a n  a r m e d  fo rc e s  ( B u n d e swe h r) ,  o b s e r va t i o n s  a t  s o c i a l  eve n t s  o f  ve te ra n  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,
d u r i n g  v i s i t s  to  B u n d e swe h r  fa c i l i t i e s  a n d  a t  t h e  B u n d e swe h r  D ay  2 0 2 2  i n  Wa re n d o r f .  
 
T h e  co n ce p t  o f  j o k i n g  re l a t i o n s h i p s  wa s  o r i g i n a l l y  co i n e d  by  t h e  B r i t i s h  s o c i a l  a n t h ro p o l o g i s t
A l f re d  R a d c l i f fe - B row n  to  d e s c r i b e  a  k i n d  o f  r i t u a l i ze d  b a n te r  i n  i n d i g e n o u s  A f r i c a n  s o c i e t i e s .
J o k i n g  re l a t i o n s h i p s  p e r m i t  o r  re q u i re  t h e  p e r s o n s  i nvo l ve d  to  m a ke  f u n  o f  t h e  o t h e r  a n d
t h e re by  ex p re s s  m u t u a l  re c o g n i t i o n  o f  c o m m o n  “ k i n s h i p  o r  o t h e r  ty p e s  o f  s o c i a l  b o n d s ”
( R a d c l i f fe - B row n  1 9 5 2 ,  9 0 ;  A p te  1 9 8 5 ,  3 0 ) .  I t  i s  t h e  a m b i g u i ty  o f  h u m o r  t h a t  c rea te s  t h e
p o s s i b i l i ty  to  re i n f o rce  a n d  n e g o t i a te  s o c i a l  h i e ra rc h i e s  i n  a  p l ay f u l  “c o m b i n a t i o n  o f
f r i e n d l i n e s s  a n d  a n t a g o n i s m ”  ( R a d c l i f fe - B row n  1 9 5 2 ,  9 1 ) .  B y  j o k i n g ,  s o l d i e r s  a c k n ow l e d g e
ea c h  o t h e r  a s  m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  s a m e  –  t h e  s o l d i e r  –  k i n .  A t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  t h e  s p e c i a l
co n f i g u ra t i o n  o f  t h e  re s p e c t i ve  j o k i n g  re l a t i o n s h i p  revea l s  s o l d i e r s ’  g e o p o l i t i c a l  c o n c e p t i o n s .  
 
T h e  co n t r i b u t i o n  w i l l  f i r s t  s ke tc h  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s ’  co n ce p t i o n  o f  t h e  ‘ s h a m e f u l  s e l f ’ ,  t h a t  i s
t h e  c o n ce r n s  re g a rd i n g  t h e  u s e  o f  h u m o r  i n  m u l t i n a t i o n a l  s e tt i n g .  A f te r wa rd s ,  i t  exa m i n e s
G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s ’  j o k i n g  re l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  t h e i r  A m e r i c a n ,  B r i t i s h ,  a n d  Fre n c h  k i n .  

Th e  sham efu l  se l f  

T h e  m a i n  f ra m ewo r k  fo r  t h e  Fe d e ra l  R e p u b l i c  o f  G e r m a ny ’s  m i l i t a r y  co l l a b o ra t i o n  i s  t h e
N o r t h  A t l a n t i c  Trea ty  O rg a n i z a t i o n  ( N ATO ) .  I n  t h e  co n tex t  o f  t h e  N ATO  a l l i a n c e ,  h u m o r  i s
f re q u e n t l y  u s e d  a s  a n  i ce b rea ke r  i n  f i r s t  e n co u n te r s  w i t h  n ew  c o u n te r p a r t s  f ro m  a l l i e d  fo rce s
a n d  to  l o o s e n  u p  l e s s o n s  d u r i n g  m u l t i n a t i o n a l  t ra i n i n g s  ( I n te r v i ew  1 7. 1 0 . 2 0 2 2 ) .  A n d  i t  i s
t ra d i t i o n a l  p r a c t i ce  t h a t  j o ke s  l a m p o o n  n a t i o n a l  c h a ra c te r  t ra i t s .  I l l u s t ra t i ve  o f  t h a t ,  N ATO
a p p ro p r i a te d  a s  ea r l y  a s  1 9 8 8  a  c a r to o n  a b o u t  t h e  re p u te d  c h a ra c te r i s t i c s  o f  t h e  a l l i a n ce ’s
m e m b e r s  a n d  t u r n e d  i t  i n to  o f f i c i a l  g re e t i n g  c a rd s  s o l d  a t  t h e  N ATO  h ea d q u a r te r s  a n d  a
t a b l e  m a t  fo r  a n  o f f i c i a l  N ATO  d i n n e r  ( L a m b i e k  Co m i c l o p e d i a  2 0 2 5 ) [ 1 ]  A n o t h e r  va r i a n t  o f  t h i s
g e n re  i s  t h e  j o ke  a b o u t  a  ‘g o o d  N ATO’  i n  w h i c h  t h e  d i f fe re n t  n a t i o n a l s  h ave  t a s ks
co m m e n s u ra te  w i t h  t h e i r  s p e c i a l  s k i l l s  –  B r i t i s h  p o l i c e m e n ,  G e r m a n  e n g i n e e r s ,  I t a l i a n  co o ks  –
a n d  a  ‘ b a d  N ATO’  w i t h  reve r s e d  ro l e s  ( I n te r v i ew  1 7. 1 0 . 2 0 2 2 ) .  
 
G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  a re ,  h oweve r ,  re l u c t a n t  to  b l e n d  i n  w i t h  t h e i r  fo re i g n  c o m ra d e s  by  j o i n i n g  i n
t h e  l a u g h te r .  T h e  rea s o n  i s  t h e  fe e l i n g  o f  g r i e f  a n d  s h a m e  t h a t  G e r m a n s  h ave  c u l t i va te d  a s
t h e  d o m i n a n t  c o l l e c t i ve  e m o t i o n s  i n  t h e  co m m e m o ra t i o n  o f  t h e  S e co n d  Wo r l d  Wa r  ( N ä s e r-
L a t h e r  2 0 1 8 ,  1 0 9 – 1 0 ) .  O r  a s  a  s o l d i e r  p u t  i t :  “ We  G e r m a n s  t h i n k  a  l o t  m o re  a b o u t  t h i s  h i s to r i c a l
b a c kg ro u n d  t h a n  o t h e r  n a t i o n s ”  ( I n te r v i ew  1 7. 1 0 . 2 0 2 2 ) .  T h e  h i s to r i c a l  b u rd e n  p u t s  G e r m a n
s o l d i e r s  i n  d e l i c a te  s i t u a t i o n s :  
“ I t  i s  a l way s  d i f f i c u l t  fo r  a  G e r m a n  i f  h i s to r i c a l  j o ke s  co m e  u p  –  a s  i s  co m m o n  p r a c t i ce  a t
N ATO.  Fo r  i n s t a n c e ,  a  D u tc h  o n ce  a s ke d  m e :  ‘ H ow  l o n g  d o e s  i t  t a ke  f ro m  B e r l i n  to
A m s te rd a m? ’  ‘ N o  i d ea , ‘  I  re p l i e d .  A n d  h e  s a i d :  ‚ F i ve  d ay s  by  t a n k . ‘ [ 1 ]  * l a u g h s  b r i e f l y *  C a n  b e
f u n ny  o r  n o t .  I t  wa s  f u n ny  fo r  h i m  b u t  fo r  m e  –  wea r i n g  a  G e r m a n  u n i fo r m  –  i t  wa s
u n a c ce p t a b l e  to  s h ow  t h a t  I  f i n d  i t  f u n ny.  Pe r h a p s  we  wo u l d  h ave  l a u g h e d  to g e t h e r  i f  i n
two s .  B u t  yo u  n eve r  k n ow  h ow  t h e  t h i rd  n a t i o n  i n  t h e  ro o m  p e rce i ve s  i t .  A n d  t h e n  yo u  a l way s
a p p ea r  a s  t h e  re l u c t a n t  G e r m a n  w h o  c a n n o t  l a u g h . ”  

D u e  to  t h e  h i s to r i c a l  re s p o n s i b i l i ty ,  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  exe r t  a  s e l f - co n t ro l  t h a t  i s  a t  o d d s  w i t h
h u m o r  ( I n te r v i ew  1 7. 1 0 . 2 0 2 2 ) :  
“ T h e  e s s e n ce  o f  h u m o r  i s  to  rea c t  w i t h o u t  t h i n k i n g  a n d  l a u g h  o u t  s p o n t a n e o u s l y  o r  n o t .  Eve n
t h o u g h  i n  t h i s  c a s e  t h e  D u tc h  m o c ke d  h i m s e l f ,  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t .  Yo u  s t a r t  t h i n k i n g  a n d  t h a t
m a ke s  i t  te c h n i c a l .  A n d  I  t h i n k  t h a t ’s  w hy  we  G e r m a n s  b ea r  t h e  s t a m p  ‘ u n f u n ny ’ . ”  

T h e  s e l f - co n t ro l  i n  j ov i a l  m u l t i n a t i o n a l  g e t - to g e t h e r  i s  t h u s  a  rea l  s o c i a l  h a n d i c a p  a n d
re i n fo rce s  t h e  s te re o ty p e  o f  t h e  d o u r  G e r m a n s .  

[ 2 ]T h e  j o ke  a l l u d e s  to  t h e  r a p i d  i nva s i o n  o f  G e r m a n  fo rce s  i n  t h e  N e t h e r l a n d s  i n  M ay  1 9 4 0 .

[ 1 ]  T h e  c a r to o n  ‘ T h e  Pe r fe c t  N ATO  M e m b e r  S h o u l d  B e ’  c a n  b e  v i ewe d  h e re :  h tt p s : //w w w. l a m b i e k . n e t /a r t i s t s / h / h u g h e s -
w i l s o n _ j n . h t m  .
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A n  o p t i o n  fo r  p reve n t i n g  b e i n g  l e f t  b e h i n d  c o m p l e te l y  a n d  b e n e f i t  f ro m  h u m o r ’s  p o s i t i ve
s o c i a l  f u n c t i o n s  i s  to  u s e  h a r m l e s s  o r  s e l f - d e p re c a t i n g  h u m o r  ( I n te r v i ew  1 7. 1 0 . 2 0 2 2 ) :  

“ T h e re fo re ,  i n  i n te r n a t i o n a l  c o n tex t s ,  i f  I  d o n ’ t  k n ow  t h e  p e o p l e ,  I  o n l y  m a ke
j o ke s  a b o u t  my s e l f  o r  a b o u t  G e r m a ny.  T h a t  i s  a l wa y s  s a f e . “  

G e r m a n  re t i c e n c e  l i kew i s e  a p p l i e s  to  t h e  h u m o r  c u l t u re  a m o n g  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  a n d  i s
e n fo rce d  t h ro u g h  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  p o l i c i e s .  H oweve r ,  t h e  m i l i t a r y ’s  n o r m s  o f  p ro p e r  s o l d i e r l y
co n d u c t  re f l e c t  n o t  o n l y  t h e  G e r m a n  m e m o r y  c u l t u re  w i t h  i t s  re s p o n s i b i l i ty  fo r  p a s t
a t ro c i t i e s  p e r p e t ra te d  b a s e d  o n  a  r a c i s t  a n d  n a t i o n a l i s t  i d e o l o g y.  I n  a d d i t i o n ,  s o l d i e r  h u m o r
c u l t u re  h a s  c h a n g e d  b e c a u s e  t h e  a r m e d  fo rce s  h ave  ke p t  u p  w i t h  s o c i e ty ’s  n o r m s  o f
a p p ro p r i a te n e s s .  A c co rd i n g l y ,  i t  h a s  b e e n  a f fe c te d  by  t h e  n ew  awa re n e s s  o f  s e n s i b i l i t i e s  a n d
h e i g h te n e d  re s p e c t  f o r  m i n o r i t i e s  i n c l u d i n g  t h a t  h o m o s exu a l i ty  i s  w i d e l y  a c c e p te d .  T h e  m o s t
i m m e d i a te  i m p a c t  o n  s o l d i e r  c u l t u re  c a m e ,  h oweve r ,  f ro m  s t r u c t u ra l  re fo r m s ,  n a m e l y  t h e
a d m i s s i o n  o f  wo m e n  to  a l l  m i l i t a r y  b r a n c h e s  i n  2 0 0 1  a n d  t h e  s u s p e n s i o n  o f  co m p u l s o r y
s e r v i c e  i n  2 0 1 1 .  A  m i d d l e - a g e d  s o l d i e r  ex p e r i e n c e d  a  t ra n s fo r m a t i o n  o f  s o l d i e r  h u m o r  i n  t h re e
s t a g e s  ( I n te r v i ew  1 7. 1 0 . 2 0 2 2 ) :  

„O u r  ow n  h u m o r  h a s  c h a n g e d  d ra s t i c a l l y .  We l l ,  I  k n ow  t h re e  a r m e d  fo rc e s :  I
k n ow  a n  a r my  w i t h  c o n s c r i p t s ,  o n l y  m e n .  I  k n ow  a  d ra f t  a r my  t h a t  i n c l u d e d

wo m e n .  A n d  a  p ro fe s s i o n a l  a r my  w i t h  m e n  a n d  wo m e n .“  

H e  s t re s s e d  t h a t  t h e  i n te g r a t i o n  o f  wo m e n  c h a n g e d  t h e  c o nve r s a t i o n a l  to n e  m o s t  i n c i s i ve l y :  

“ O n  t h e  o n e  h a n d ,  yo u  d o n ’ t  m a ke  t h e  j o ke s  t h a t  m e n  s h a re  a m o n g
t h e m s e l ve s  a ny m o re  w h e n  g i r l s  a re  p re s e n t  –  o n l y  i f  g i r l s  d o  t h a t  a s  we l l .

B u t  we  co n d i t i o n  o u r  h u m o r  s t ro n g l y  –  a n d  I  t h i n k  t h a t  i s  re a l l y  d e p l o ra b l e
–  b e c a u s e  we  a l wa y s  b e l i eve  t h a t  s o m e b o d y  w i l l  c o m e  a n d  c o m p l a i n .  T h e n

w h a t  m i g h t  h a ve  b e e n  s a i d  g e t s  p o l i t i c i ze d .  I t  i s  g o i n g  to  b e  f e l t  a s
s exu a l l y  s u g g e s t i ve  o r  w h a teve r .  T h u s ,  h u m o r  h a s  c h a n g e d  ex t re m e l y. ”  

 

A s  a  re s u l t ,  j o ke s  a b o u t
m i n o r i t i e s  a n d  j o ke s  a b o u t
g e n d e r ,  re s p e c t i ve l y  s ex i s t  j o ke s
a re  n owa d ay s  o f f i c i a l l y  t a b o o e d
( I n te r v i ew s  0 6 .0 4 . 2 0 2 2 ;
0 8 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ,  1 7. 1 0 . 2 0 2 2 ;
0 8 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ) .  H oweve r ,  t h i s  d o e s
n o t  m ea n  t h a t  s u c h  j o ke s  h ave
co m p l e te l y  d i s a p p ea re d  a s  a l l
i n te r v i ew s  w i t h  fe m a l e  s o l d i e r s
te s t i f i e d  ( I n te r v i ew s  2 2 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ;
2 6 . 1 0 . 2 0 2 2 ;  7. 1 1 . 2 0 2 2 ) .  
 
I n  m u l t i n a t i o n a l  s e tt i n g s ,  t h e
G e r m a n  m i l i t a r y  i s  l e s s  wa r y  o f
g e n d e r  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  b u t
a n x i o u s  to  s u p p re s s  a n t i -
d e m o c ra t i c ,  c h a u v i n i s t ,  a n d
ra c i s t  j o ke s  t h a t  g l o r i f y  t h e
G e r m a n  p a s t ,  s u g g e s t  a
s u p e r i o r i ty  o f  t h e  G e r m a n  n a t i o n ,
o r  d i s p a ra g e  o t h e r  p e o p l e  a n d
c u l t u re s  ( c f .  I n te r v i ew s
1 7. 1 0 . 2 0 2 2 ;  1 4 .0 6 . 2 0 2 2 ) .  Fo r
i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  co m m a n d  o f  t h e
G e r m a n  a r m e d  f o rc e s  q u i c k l y
b a n n e d  a  p a tc h  w i t h  t h e
l e tte r i n g  “ Po r k  E a t i n g  C r u s a d e r s ”
t h a t  c i rc u l a te d  a m o n g  s o l d i e r s  i n
A fg h a n i s t a n .  

Images :  Patch  “Pork  Eat ing  Crusader” ,  Source :  by
courtesy  o f  interv iewee
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T h e  E n g l i s h  l e tte r i n g  i s  a l l e g e d l y  t ra n s l a te d  i n  Pe r s i a n  o r  A ra b i c .  H oweve r ,  i t  o n l y  t a ke s
l e tte r s  f ro m  t h e  Pe r s i a n /A ra b i c  a l p h a b e t  t h a t  re s e m b l e  t h e  L a t i n  l e tte r s  i n s tea d  o f
t ra n s fe r r i n g  t h e  m ea n i n g  i n  a n o t h e r  l a n g u a g e .  T h e  l e tte r i n g  e n c i rc l e s  t h e  i m a g e  o f  a
c r u s a d e r  –  i t  c a n  b e  g u e s s e d  t h a t  h i s  b rea s t p l a te  b ea r s  a  c ro s s  –  w h o  h o l d s  a  h a u n c h  i n  h i s
ra i s e d  h a n d .

A n o t h e r  exa m p l e  o f  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  p r u d e n c e  d e m o n s t r a te s  t h a t  we l l - m ea n t  c a n  b e  t h e
o p p o s i te  o f  we l l  d o n e  a n d  i l l u s t r a te s  t h e  r i s ks  o f  wo rd p l ay s  i n  m u l t i n a t i o n a l  s e tt i n g s
( I n te r v i ew  1 5 .0 6 . 2 0 2 2 ) :  I n  fa c e  o f  a n  i m m i n e n t  d e p l oy m e n t  to  A fg h a n i s t a n ,  t h e  g e n e r a l  o f  t h e
1 .  a r m o u re d  d i v i s i o n  wa n te d  to  b o o s t  m o ra l e  a n d  c a m a ra d e r i e  a n d  i n i t i a te d  a  c o m p e t i t i o n  fo r
a n  o f f i c i a l  p a tc h  d e s i g n . [ 3 ]  T h e  co m p e t i t i o n ’s  o b j e c t i ve  wa s  a n  i n c l u s i ve  d e s i g n  t h a t  wo u l d
p ra i s e  t h e  d i v i s i o n ’s  p r i d e  b u t  n o t  h u r t  a ny b o d y ’s  f e e l i n g s  a n d ,  h e n ce ,  a l l  p ro p o s a l s  t h a t  we re
to o  m a r t i a l  o r  p re te n t i o u s  we re  re j e c te d .  I n  t h e  e n d ,  t h e  g e n e r a l  a p p rove d  o f  a  d e s i g n  t h a t
wa s  l i t t l e  i nve n t i ve  –  a n d  t h e re by  n o t  o f fe n s i ve :  i t  d i s p l aye d  a n  a b b rev i a t i o n  o f  t h e  d i v i s i o n ’s
o f f i c i a l  n a m e  “ D i e  1 ” .  I n  G e r m a n ,  “d i e ”  i s  t h e  fe m i n i n e  fo r m  o f  t h e  d e f i n i te  a r t i c l e .  Fo r  a
G e r m a n ,  t h e  p a tc h  t h u s  s i m p l y  s ay s  “ t h e  f i r s t ” .  A n  A m e r i c a n  s o l d i e r  wa s ,  h oweve r ,  a m a z e d
a b o u t  t h i s  o p e n  p ro m p t  –  o r  eve n  c u r s e  –  to  “d i e  f i r s t ”  w h e n  h e  c a u g h t  s i g h t  o f  a  G e r m a n
o f f i ce r  wea r i n g  t h e  n ew  p a tc h :  “ Yo u  G e r m a n s  rea l l y  h ave  t h e  g u t s ! ”  To  h i m ,  t h e  p a tc h  m u s t
h ave  s i g n a l l e d  t h a t  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  we re  s te e l y  d e te r m i n e d  to  b ea t  a ny  a d ve r s a r i e s  i n  a
b a tt l e  o f  l i fe  a n d  d ea t h .  I n  h i s  e f fo r t  to  re co n c i l e  f u n  w i t h  co n t ro l ,  t h e  g e n e ra l  h a d  m i s s e d
t h e  l i te ra l  m ea n i n g  fo r  E n g l i s h - s p ea ke r s .  A n d  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  s to r y  co n f i r m e d  t h e  n a t i o n a l
s te re o ty p e  o n ce  m o re :  W h i l e  t h e  o t h e r  n a t i o n s  we re  l a u g h i n g ,  t h e  G e r m a n  co m m a n d
p ro h i b i te d  a n d  d e s t roye d  t h e  p a tc h  i m m e d i a te l y .

Th e  b ig  broth er

O n  t h i s  o c c a s i o n ,  t h e  A m e r i c a n  s o l d i e r  d i s p l aye d  m o re  s e n s e  o f  h u m o r  t h a n  t h e  G e r m a n s  –
p ro b a b l y  p re c i s e l y  b e c a u s e  t h e  p a tc h  s i g n a l l e d  a n  u n ex p e c te d  a u d a c i ty .  B u t  a p a r t  f ro m  t h i s
exce p t i o n  h u m o r  h a s  n eve r  b e e n  a m o n g  t h e  c h a r a c te r i s t i c s  a tt r i b u te d  to  A m e r i c a n  s o l i d e r s .
I n s tea d ,  ‚ t h e  A m e r i c a n ‘  re p re s e n te d  t h e  a l l - p owe r f u l  b i g  b ro t h e r  b u r s t i n g  w i t h  a n  a b u n d a n c e
o f  co n s u m e r  g o o d s  a n d  fa c i l i t i e s  a n d  exce l l i n g  i n  o p e ra t i o n a l  e f f i c i e n c y. [4 ]  H oweve r ,  t h e
t r i b u te  p a i d  fo r  t h a t  i s  p o i s o n e d  by  co n ce i t  towa rd  t h e  l a c k  o f  c u l t u re  a n d  i n te l l e c t .  T h e
e q u a t i o n  o f  ‘A m e r i c a n ’  w i t h  co n s u m e r  c u l t u re  s t r i ke s ,  fo r  i n s t a n ce ,  f ro m  t h rea d s  o f  t h e
‘ B u n d e swe h r f o r u m ’ [ 5 ]  w h e re  i t  i s  u s e d  a s  a n  e s t a b l i s h e d  te r m  fo r  t h e  s u p p l y  w i t h  a
m u l t i t u d e  o f  s e r v i ce s  a n d  fa c i l i t i e s .  A n d  i n  o n e  o f  my  i n te r l o c u to r s  t r i g g e re d  t h e  m e m o r y  o f
t h e  B a g ra m  A i r  B a s e  i n  A fg h a n i s t a n  a  ve r i t a b l e  s to r m  o f  e n t h u s i a s m  ( I n te r v i ew  2 2 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ) :  
“ T h e  A m e r i c a n s  h a d  a  PX [ 5 ]  a n d  a  s h o p.  T h ey  h a d  a  c i ty !  * to n e  o f  vo i ce  g e t s  l o u d e r  a n d
i n c rea s i n g l y  exc i te d *  T h ey  h a d  a  p i z ze r i a !  T h ey  h a d  eve r y t h i n g !  Yo u  b e c a m e  c ra zy !  I  t h o u g h t
I ’ m  i n  c o c ka i g n e ! ”

T h e  A m e r i c a n  d rea m  wa s  s o  a tt r a c t i ve  t h a t  t h e  i n fo r m a l  p ra c t i ce  o f  ‘ J u ku h u ’  to u r s  to
A m e r i c a n  b a s e s  d eve l o p e d :  

“ ‘ J u ku h u ‘  [ p ro n .  yo o ko o h o o ]  wa s  t h e  co d ewo rd  fo r  ‘ I  d o n ’ t  h a ve  a  re l eva n t  o rd e r  b u t
I  re a l l y  wa n t  to  g o  t h e re  b e c a u s e  I  m u s t  b u y  fo o d  o r  s o m e t h i n g  e l s e ’ .

Wi t h  t h e  c o d ewo rd ,  s o l d i e r s  c a m o u f l a g e d  t h e i r  d e s i re  a m i d s t  t h e  re g u l a r  ra d i o
co m m u n i c a t i o n  a n d  t h e  p r a c t i ce  wa s  eve n t u a l l y  c a p t u re d  i n  a  p a tc h  d i s p l ay i n g  t h e  ‘ J u ku h u ’
ow l .  

[ 3 ]  T h e  d i f f e re n ce  b e twe e n  t h e  two  exa m p l e s  i s  t h a t  t h e  “ Po r k  E a t i n g  C r u s a d e r ”  wa s  a  f u n  p a tc h  t h a t  s o l d i e r s  a re  n o t  o p e n l y
wea r i n g  a n d  w h i c h  a re  o f te n  p ro d u c e d  a n d  s o l d  by  l o c a l  n a t i o n a l s .  I n  co n t r a s t ,  t h e  “ D i e  1 . ”  p a tc h  wa s  t h e  o u tc o m e  o f  a n
o f f i c i a l  i n i t i a t i ve  t h a t  a tte m p te d  to  j u m p  o n  t h e  b a n d wa g g o n  o f  t h e  p o p u l a r  p a tc h  c u l t u re .

4 ]  L a i r  ( 2 0 1 1 )  v i v i d l y  d e m o n s t ra te s  t h e  a b u n d a n ce  o f  U S  m i l i t a r y  fa c i l i t i e s  a b ro a d  a t  t h e  exa m p l e  o f  t h e  Vi e t n a m  Wa r .

[ 5 ]  B a s e  exc h a n g e s  ( BX )  o r  p o s t  exc h a n g e s  ( PX )  a re  re t a i l  s to re s  t h a t  p rov i d e  t a x- f re e  g o o d s  a n d  s e r v i ce s  to  a u t h o r i ze d
s h o p p e r s  a t  U n i te d  S t a te s  m i l i t a r y  i n s t a l l a t i o n s  wo r l d w i d e  i n c l u d i n g  p ro d u c t s  f ro m  we l l - k n ow n  b ra n d s  ( e .g .  A m e r i c a n  E a g l e ,
S u n g l a s s  H u t ,  G a p )  a n d  re s t a u ra n t  c h a i n s  ( l i ke  B u rg e r  K i n g ,  Ta co  B e l l ,  P i z z a  H u t ,  S u bway ) .
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“ T h ey  wo r k  w i t h  s i m p l e  co m m u n i c a t i o n ,  a  l o t  w i t h  c o l o u r s .  S o ,  t h ey  b e t  l e s s  o n  e d u ca t i o n ,  l e t
a l o n e  s e l f - i n i t i a t i ve . ”  
H e r  co m ra d e  a d d s :  „W h a t  d o  we  c a l l  t h a t?  –  Ca n n o n  fo d d e r . ”  
 

T h e  fo r m u l a  f o r  t h i s  o p e r a t i o n a l  e f f i c i e n c y  i s  to  “ Ke e p  i t  s t u p i d  a n d  s i m p l e ”  w h i c h  wo u l d  a l s o
b e  d u e  to  t h e  l ow  l eve l  o f  e d u c a t i o n  ( I n te r v i ew  2 2 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ) :  

Eve n  i f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  m i l i t a r y  p rove s  h i g h l y  e f f i c i e n t  –  u n d e r  ro u t i n e  c i rc u m s t a n ce s  –  G e r m a n
s o l d i e r s  h e n c e  d i d  n o t  w i s h  to  swa p  b e c a u s e  t h ey  re co g n i z e d  t h e  d ow n s i d e s  a s  we l l
( I n te r v i ew  2 2 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ) :  

“ I  h a ve  n eve r  ex p e r i e n c e d  a n  a r my  t h a t  t re a t s  i t s  s u b o rd i n a te  s o l d i e r s  t h a t
co n te m p t u o u s .  T h ey  l e a d  by  f e a r  a n d  p u n i s h m e n t .  T h e re  i s  n o  te a m  s p i r i t ,  n o
b a l a n c e ,  o n l y  ex t re m e  c o m p e t i t i o n . ”  

T h e  co m p a r i s o n  b e twe e n  t h e  A m e r i c a n  a n d  G e r m a n  m i l i t a r y  a m o u n t s  to  a  j u x t a p o s i t i o n
b e twe e n  q u a n t i ty  ve r s u s  q u a l i ty .  I n d i c a t i ve  o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  a r my ’s  co n te m p t  o f  t h e i r  s o l d i e r s
wa s  a  d i f fe re n c e  i n  e q u i p m e n t  by  w h i c h  t h e  A m e r i c a n s  ea r n e d  t h e  n i c k n a m e  ‘ re d n e c ks ’
( I n te r v i ew  2 2 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ) :  A m e r i c a n s  n e c ks  we re  a l way s  b u r n e d  by  t h e  s u n  b e c a u s e  t h ey  wo re
s i m p l e  b a s e b a l l  c a p s ,  w h e rea s  G e r m a n  n e c ks  we re  p ro te c te d  by  t ro p i c a l  h a t s  w i t h  b r i m .  
 
I n  l i g h t  o f  t h i s  c o m p a ra t i ve  ex p e r i e n ce ,  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  p r a i s e d  t h e  G e r m a n  l ea d e r s h i p
p h i l o s o p hy  t h a t  i s  o r i e n te d  a t  t h e  m o d e l  o f  t h e  re s p o n s i b l e  ‘c i t i z e n  i n  u n i fo r m ’  a n d  t h e re f o re
a p p l i e s  m i s s i o n - ty p e  t a c t i c s [ 6 ]  ( I n te r v i ew  2 2 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ) :  

“ I  a m  g ra te f u l  fo r  b e i n g  i n  t h e  G e r m a n  a r m e d  fo rce s  s i n ce  we  a re  a l l owe d  to  u s e  o u r  b ra i n .  I
a m  g l a d  t h a t  we  s t i l l  h ave  t h i s  i n te l l e c t u a l  s t a n d a rd .  T h a t  i s  m i s s i o n - ty p e  t a c t i c s :  Yo u  h ave  a
f ra m ewo r k  b u t  h ow  yo u  m ove  w i t h i n  i t  i s  u p  to  yo u .  W h a t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  i s  t h a t  yo u  f u l f i l  t h e
t a s k .  T h i s  d o e s  n o t  wo r k  w i t h  t h e  A m e r i c a n s .  T h ey  o n l y  h ave  s t ra i g h t  d r i l l .  T h i s  m ea n s :
Eve r y t h i n g  i s  p re s c r i b e d .  T h ey  a re  l o s t  o n ce  t h ey  d ro p  o u t  o f  t h e  s t r u c t u re .  T h i s  i s  n o t  to  s ay
t h a t  t h ey  a re  a l l  d u m b.  B u t  i t  i s  s i m p l y  u nwa n te d  t h a t  t h ey  t h i n k  t h e m s e l ve s . ”  
 

B e s i d e s  t h e  c o m m a n d  s ty l e ,  t h e  co n t ra s t
co n t i n u e s  i n  d a i l y  ro u t i n e s  a n d  p re fe re n ce s

i n  l e i s u re  a c t i v i t i e s  ( I n te r v i ew  2 2 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ) :
T h e  A m e r i c a n  s o l d i e r s ’  eve r yd ay  ro u t i n e

co n s i s t s  o f  “ b e d ,  wo r k ,  s p o r t s ” .

 Moreover ,  comm on-rooms are  des ign ed
in  a  way  –  wi th  rows  of  cha i rs  –  that

d iscoura ges  soc ia l  intera c t ion .
 

G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s ,  i n s tea d ,  l i ke  to  g e t
to g e t h e r  a f te r  wo r k  h o u r s  i n  co m m o n

ro o m s  a l l ow i n g  to  g ro u p  c h a i r s  a ro u n d
t a b l e s  to  fa c e  ea c h  o t h e r  a n d  c h a t .  
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„ I  h a ve  n eve r  ex p e r i e n ce d  s u c h  a n  a r my.  We  G e r m a n s  ca n n o t  p e r fo r m  l i ke  t h a t .  T h ey
h a ve  s o  m u c h  d r i l l .  T h ey  a re  l i ke  ro b o t s .  Eve r yo n e  k n ow s  h i s  p l a ce ,  h i s  ta s k .  J u s t
wa tc h i n g  t h e m  i s  a m a z i n g .  I t  r u n s  l i ke  a  c l o c kwo r k . ”  

Fu r t h e r m o re ,  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  ex p re s s e d  re s p e c t  fo r  t h e  A m e r i c a n s ’  o p e ra t i o n a l  e f f i c i e n c y
e n s u re d  t h ro u g h  s t r i c t  d r i l l  a n d  d i s c i p l i n e  ( I n te r v i ew  2 2 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ) :  

[ 6 ] I n  m i s s i o n - ty p e  t a c t i c s ,  t h e  m i l i t a r y  co m m a n d e r  d e f i n e s  a  c l ea r  o b j e c t i ve
a n d  o rd e r s  w h i c h  fo rc e s  a re  s u p p o s e d  to  a c co m p l i s h  t h e  o b j e c t i ve  i n  a  g i ve n
t i m e  f ra m e .  T h e n ,  s u b o rd i n a te  l ea d e r s  d e c i d e  t h e m s e l ve s  h ow  to  a c h i eve  t h e  
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o b j e c t i ve .  T h u s ,  m i s s i o n - ty p e  t a c t i c s  re q u i re  t h a t  s u b o rd i n a te s  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  i n te n t  o f  t h e  o rd e r  a n d  a re  t ra i n e d  to  a c t
i n d e p e n d e n t l y .  I n  t h e  G e r m a n  a r m e d  fo rce s ,  t h i s  i s  t h e  p re d o m i n a n t  s ty l e  o f  co m m a n d  i n  c o n t r a s t  to  t h e  A m e r i c a n
m i l i t a r y ’s  t a c t i c s  t h a t  a re  fo c u s e d  o n  exe c u t i n g  a  s e t  o f  o rd e r s .
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A n o t h e r  d i f fe re n ce  h a s  u l t i m a te l y  a d ve r s e  e f f e c t s  o n  t h e  u s e  o f  h u m o r .  A s  m e n t i o n e d ,  s ex i s t
j o ke s  –  a n d  o t h e r  o f fe n s i ve  j o ke s  –  a re  o f f i c i a l l y  b a n n e d  i n  t h e  G e r m a n  m i l i t a r y  d u e  to  t h e
i n c rea s i n g  s e n s i t i v i ty  re g a rd i n g  t h e  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  o f  wo m e n  o r  m i n o r i t i e s .  H oweve r ,  g e n d e r
re l a t i o n s  a re  n o t  a s  s c a n d a l i z e d  a n d  p o l i ce d  a s  i n  t h e  A m e r i c a n  m i l i t a r y  ( I n te r v i ew
2 2 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ) :  

“ I n  re g a rd  to  t h e  to p i c  g e n d e r  –  re a l l y ,  re a l l y  b a d .  I f  yo u  we n t  fo r  d i n n e r  w i t h  t h e  s a m e
wo m a n  t h re e  d a y s  i n  a  row,  yo u  wo u l d  b e  ca l l e d  i n  by  yo u r  s u p e r i o r  b e ca u s e  t h ey  a s s u m e d
yo u  h a ve  a  re l a t i o n s h i p . ”  

A cco rd i n g l y ,  t h e  n e g a t i ve  e f f e c t  o f  p r u d e n ce  o n  h u m o r  i s  m o re  d ra s t i c  ( I n te r v i ew  1 7. 1 0 . 2 0 2 2 ) :  

“ I  wo u l d  a l m o s t  s a y  t h e  A m e r i c a n s  a re  s t i f f  a s  a  p o ke r .  I n  my  p e rc e p t i o n ,  t h e re  i s  n o  l o n g e r
a ny  h u m o r  b e ca u s e  i t  c o u l d  a l wa y s  b e  c o n s i d e re d  s exu a l  h a ra s s m e n t . ”  

O ve ra l l ,  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  p a i n t  a n  a m b i va l e n t  p i c t u re  o f  ‘ t h e  A m e r i c a n ’  s o l d i e r .  O n  t h e  o n e
h a n d ,  t h ey  a re  i m p re s s e d  a b o u t  a b u n d a n ce  a n d  f u n c t i o n a l i ty  b u t  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  c a n n o t
co n c ea l  d i s d a i n  fo r  l owe r  i n te l l e c t u a l  a n d  q u a l i ty  s t a n d a rd s .  T h i s  m i x  o f  j ea l o u sy  a n d
co n te m p t  re m i n d s  o f  a n t i -A m e r i c a n i s t  re s e n t m e n t s  t h a t  h ave  b e e n  rea c t i va te d  by  d i f fe re n t
p o l i t i c a l - i d e o l o g i c a l  c a m p s  s i n ce  t h e  1 9 t h  c e n t u r y  ( D ü c ke r s  2 0 24 ;  S c h o l ty s e c k  2 0 03 ) .  T h e
co m m o n  d e n o m i n a to r  o f  a n t i -A m e r i c a n i s t  p o s i t i o n s  i s  to  p o r t ray  t h e  ‘ n ew  wo r l d ’  a s  t h e
a n t i t h e s i s  to  ow n  i d e n t i ty .  I n  t h i s  c a r i c a t u re ,  t h e  U n i te d  S t a te s  a p p ea r s  a s  t h e  e p i to m e  o f
u n l ea s h e d  m o d e r n i ty  c h a r a c te r i z e d  by  a l i e n a t i o n ,  u p ro o t i n g ,  a n d  a cc e l e ra t i o n .  M o re ove r ,  t h e
a n t i -A m e r i c a n  p e r s p e c t i ve  a s s o c i a te s  t h e  yo u n g  a n d  p ro s p e r i n g  co u n t r y  a c ro s s  t h e  o cea n
w i t h  a  l a c k  o f  c u l t u re ,  d e c a d e n ce ,  s u p e r f i c i a l i ty ,  a n d  d i s d a i n f u l  m a te r i a l i s m  a n d
co n s u m e r i s m .  T h e  s o u rce  o f  a r ro g a n c e  i s  a n  o p p o s i n g  s e l f - i m a g e  t h a t  t r a ce s  c u l t u ra l  a n d
i n te l l e c t u a l  s u p e r i o r i ty  b a c k  to  t h e  t ra d i t i o n  o f  G e r m a n  i d ea l i s m .  

Th e  m odel  so ld ier  

S u c h  s m a c k  o f  a r ro g a n ce  i s  c o m p l e te l y  a b s e n t  i n  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s ’  re p re s e n t a t i o n s  o f  B r i t i s h
s e r v i c e m e n .  O n  t h e  co n t r a r y,  t h e  B r i t i s h  a re  a d m i re d  a s  s o l d i e r  m o d e l s  e s p e c i a l l y  t h a n ks  to  
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t h e i r  d a r k ,  ye t  w i t ty  s e n s e  o f  h u m o r  ( I n te r v i ew  1 7. 1 0 . 2 0 2 2 ) :  
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“For  th e  Br i t i sh ,  hum or  i s  a  nat iona l
spor t .  Th ey  are  unbeatable  wh en i t

com es  to  b la ck  hum or  an d i t  has
a lways  inte l lec tua l  depth .”  

T h e  v i t a l  ro l e  o f  h u m o r  i n  B r i t i s h  m i l i t a r y  c u l t u re  h a s  b e e n  d e te c te d  fo r  s e r v i ce m e n  i n  t h e
Fi r s t  Wo r l d  Wa r  i n  t h e  h u m o ro u s  to n e  t h a t  i s  s t r i k i n g  f ro m  t ro o p s ’  p u b l i c  co m m u n i c a t i o n s ,
s u c h  a s  t re n c h  j o u r n a l s  ( M a d i g a n  2 0 1 3 ) .  B y  p ra c t i s i n g  a  s a rc a s t i c ,  s e l f - d e p re c a t i n g  h u m o r
s ty l e ,  s o l d i e r s  c rea te d  a n  a l te r n a t i ve  to  t h e  p u b l i c ’ s  co n c e p t i o n  o f  m a r t i a l  h e ro i s m  t h a t
e nv i s i o n e d  s o l d i e r s  a s  fea r l e s s l y  e n j oy i n g  b a tt l e  a n d  b e i n g  w i l l i n g  to  d i e .  S t a g i n g  t h e m s e l ve s
a s  co m i c a l  f i g u re s  i n s tea d ,  t h e  s o l d i e r s  e s t a b l i s h e d  “ a  b a s i c  s t a n d a rd  o f  s o l d i e r l y  c o n d u c t ”
t h a t  e m p h a s i s e d  t h e  p owe r  o f  e n d u ra n ce  d e s p i te  fea r  i n  fa ce  o f  t h e  te r ro r  o f  e n e my  a r t i l l e r y
f i re  ( M a d i g a n  2 0 1 3 ,  9 4 ) .  

W h e n  i t  co m e s  to  p re s e n t- d ay  B r i t i s h  s o l d i e r s ,  e t h n o g ra p h i c  f i e l d wo r k  ( B a s h a m  2 0 1 3 ,  1 1 7 – 1 9 )
a s  we l l  a s  t h e  a n a l y s i s  o f  s o l d i e r  o b i t u a r i e s  (T i d y  2 0 2 1 )  c o n f i r m s  t h a t  a  p a r t i c u l a r  s e n s e  o f
‘ s e r v i ce  h u m o r ’  l i ve s  o n .
 
A m o n g  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s ,  B r i t i s h  s o l d i e r s  a re  p a r t i c u l a r l y  fa m o u s  a n d  n o to r i o u s  fo r  t h e i r  m e s s
c u l t u re  ( I n te r v i ew s  0 8 .0 6 . 2 0 2 2 ;  2 0 . 1 0 . 2 0 2 2 ) .  

“ T h e  B r i t s  h a ve  a  ve r y  s t ro n g  m e s s  c u l t u re ,  t h a t  i s  t h e  c u l t u re  o f  t h e  o f f i ce r s ’  m e s s  a n d
o f f i ce r  co r p s .  We  [ t h e  G e r m a n  m i l i ta r y ]  a re  a l re a d y  a b a n d o n i n g  t h i s  a n d  t u r n i n g  i n to  a

wo r ke r s ’  a n d  fa r m e r s ’  a r my.  A n d  p a r t  o f  t h i s  c u l t u re  a re  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  ‘ m e s s  d i n n e r s ’ :  T h e s e
a re  fo r m a l  d i n n e r s  a tte n d e d  i n  g a l a  u n i fo r m  t h a t  a re  h i g h l y  s t r u c t u re d  f ro m  t h e  f i r s t  co u r s e

to  t h e  f i n a l  p o r t  w i n e .  T h e re  a re  exa c t  r u l e s  fo r  p ro p o s i n g  to a s t s  a n d  re a s o n s  w hy  s p e c i f i c
re g i m e n t s  re m a i n  s e a te d ,  f o r  i n s ta n ce  b e ca u s e  t h ey  h a p p e n e d  to  b e  o n  s o m e  s h i p  i n  1 8 8 4

a n d  co u l d n ’ t  g e t  u p .  T h u s ,  i n s a n e l y  t ra d i t i o n a l  a n d  re g u l a te d !  U n t i l  t h e  p o r t  w i n e .  T h e n
t h e s e  m e s s  d i n n e r s  e s ca l a te  i n  a  m o s t  b r u ta l  m a n n e r . ”  

Wi t h  v i s i b l e  j oy,  t h e  i n te r l o c u to r  re c o u n t s  s eve ra l  m e s s  g a m e s  h e  w i t n e s s e d  ( I n te r v i ew
2 0 . 1 0 . 2 0 2 2 ) :  O n c e ,  B r i t i s h  a n d  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  co m p e te d  i n  a  g a u n t l e t  t h ro u g h  a  t u n n e l
m a d e  u p  o f  a  row  o f  t h i c k  a r m c h a i r s .  T h e  co m p e t i to r s  e n te re d  t h e  t u n n e l  f ro m  t h e  o p p o s i n g
s i d e s  a n d  wo n  w h e n  t h ey  m u d d l e d  t h ro u g h  t h e  o t h e r  e n d  f i r s t .  O n  to p  o f  t h e  t u n n e l  s a t  t h e
co m m a n d e r  c h e e r i n g  t h e  tea m s  w i t h  a  w h i s t l e  a n d  by  s h o u t i n g  ‘A l l  my  b oy s ! ’ .  A s  wa s
fo re s e ea b l e ,  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  we re  m a r ke d  a f te r wa rd s  by  to r n  s h i r t s  a n d  b l o o d y  s c ra tc h e s .
A n o t h e r  c h a l l e n g e  wa s  to  d a n c e  a s  l o n g  a s  p o s s i b l e  w i t h  a  b u r n i n g  n ew s p a p e r  s t u c k  i n  t h e
b u tto c ks .  S i m i l a r l y  r i s ky  a n d  e m b a r ra s s i n g  wa s  a  p ra n k  p l aye d  o n  t h e  m o s t  d r u n ke n  s o l d i e r
o n  t h e  l a s t  n i g h t  o f  a  j o i n t  m i l i t a r y  exe rc i s e :  h e  wa s  s t r i p p e d  n a ke d ,  s h a c k l e d  to  t h e  b e d  w i t h
w i re  a n d  t h e n  p u l l e d  a c ro s s  t h e  p a r a d e  g ro u n d  by  a  h o r s e .  L a u g h l i n g l y ,  t h e  i n te r l o c u to r
co m m e n te d :  “ T h a t  wa s  h e l l i s h l y  d a n g e ro u s !  L i m b s  c a n  d i e  o f f .  Wo u l d  yo u  c a l l  t h a t  h u m o r ? ”  

H e  t h u s  we l l  rea l i z e d  t h e  i n h e re n t  d a n g e r  a n d  t ra n s g re s s i ve  n a t u re  a n d  u n d e r s to o d  w hy
s i m i l a r  r i t u a l s  a re  a b o u t  to  d i e  o u t  i n  t h e  G e r m a n  m i l i t a r y :

“ T h e s e  t h i n g s  we re  a l wa y s  ve r y  ro u g h .  N owa d a y s ,  yo u  m u s t  b e  ex t re m e l y  ca u t i o u s  n o t  to
c ro s s  t h e  l i n e  to  p hy s i ca l  i n j u r y  o r  a  v i o l a t i o n  o f  h u m a n  d i g n i ty . ”  

N eve r t h e l e s s ,  h e  co u l d  n o t  re s i s t  t h e  fa s c i n a t i o n  a n d  a m u s e m e n t  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  m e s s  c u l t u re .
A  p o s s i b l e  ex p l a n a t i o n  f o r  t h i s  fa s c i n a t i o n  i s  t h a t  h e  c o n s i d e re d  i t  a s  t h e  m o d e l  o f  ‘ rea l ’
s o l d i e r  c u l t u re .  I n d i c a t i ve  o f  t h i s ,  h e  s t a te d  s eve r a l  p o s i t i ve  f u n c t i o n s  o f  s u c h  r i t u a l s :  

“ S t u d i e s  s h ow :  T h e  to u g h e r  t h e  u n i t ,  t h e  h a rd e r  t h e  i n i t i a t i o n  r i t u a l s .  S u c h  r i t u a l s  c re a te  a n
e l i t i s t  a tt i t u d e ,  a n  e s p r i t  d e  c o r p s .  I t  wa s  a  fo r m  o f  te a m  b u i l d i n g ,  a  fo r m  o f  exu b e ra n ce ,  a
fo r m  o f  ‚We  a re  t h e  g re a te s t ’ .  T h a t  we l d s  t h e  co m m u n i ty  to g e t h e r . ”
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[ 7 ]  T h i s  re fe r s  to  a n  i n f o r m a l  ‘ f u n  g ro u p ’  t h a t  u s e d  to  te s t  ea c h  o t h e r  w i t h  p l ay f u l  c h a l l e n g e s  d u r i n g  t h e i r  o rd i n a r y  s e r v i ce  a t
h o m e  a n d  a l s o  p ro p e l l e d  t h e  j o k i n g  b a tt l e  w i t h  t h e  Fre n c h  a d ve r s a r i e s  d u r i n g  t h e  d e p l oy m e n t  a b ro a d .

I n  co n t i n u i n g  t h e  t ra d i t i o n  o f  m e s s  g a m e s  a n d  i n i t i a t i o n  r i t u a l s ,  t h e  s o l d i e r s  p rove  t h a t  t h ey
a re  w i l l i n g  to  t a ke  r i s ks ,  e n d u re  h a rd s h i p s ,  a n d  s a c r i f i ce  t h e m s e l ve s  –  t h e i r  p hy s i c a l  i n te g r i ty
a n d  p e r s o n a l  i n te g r i ty  –  fo r  t h e  s a ke  o f  t h e  g ro u p,  eve n  i f  i t  i s  ‘ j u s t  fo r  f u n ’ .  F ro m  t h e
p e r s p e c t i ve  o f  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s ,  ‘ t h e  B r i t s ’  t h u s  e m b o d y  t h e  i d ea l  s o l d i e r  b e c a u s e  t h ey
p e r fo r m  s u c h  p r a c t i ce s  t h a t  p l ay f u l l y  s u p p o r t  m i l i t a r y  s o c i a l i s a t i o n  a n d  c u l t i va te  s o l d i e r l y
v i r t u e s  ( J o h a i s  2 0 2 5 ;  S l ø k-A n d e r s e n  2 0 1 9 ) .  

Th e  r iva l

T h e  two  j o k i n g  re l a t i o n s h i p s  d e s c r i b e d  s o  fa r
a re  a sy m m e t r i c a l :  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  l o o k  b o t h
u p  to  t h e  A m e r i c a n  b i g  b ro t h e r ’s  m i l i t a r y
s t re n g t h  a n d  d ow n  o n  h i s  l a c k  o f  w i t  a n d
i n te l l e c t ,  w h e rea s  t h ey  a d o re  t h e  B r i to n  a s
h u m o r  i d o l  a n d ,  co n c o m i t a n t l y ,  exe m p l a r y
s o l d i e r .  I n  c o n t ra s t ,  t h e  Fr a n co - G e r m a n
re l a t i o n s h i p  i s  a  re l a t i o n s h i p  b e twe e n  e q u a l
o p p o n e n t s .  Co m p a re d  to  o t h e r  n a t i o n s  “ we
a re  m o re  s t ro n g l y  u n i te d  w i t h  t h e  Fre n c h  i n  a
n e g a t i ve  way ”  ( I n te r v i ew  N G  0 8 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ) .  I n
t h i s  d i ve rg e s  t h e  s o l d i e r  p e r s p e c t i ve  f ro m  t h e
o f f i c i a l  i m a g e  o f  Fra n c o - G e r m a n  f r i e n d s h i p
t h a t  wa s  s ea l e d  w i t h  t h e  É l y s é e  Trea ty  i n  1 9 6 3 .
Wi t h i n  t h e  a r m e d  fo rc e s ,  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  t h e
Fre n c h  a s  t h e  h e re d i t a r y  e n e my  h a s
a p p a re n t l y  l i n g e re d  o n  a n d  wa s  rea d y  to
rev i ve  d u r i n g  a  m i s s i o n  a b ro a d  i n  t h e  2 0 1 0 s
w h e re  G e r m a n  t ro o p s  l i ve d  i n  a  c a m p  u n d e r
Fre n c h  co m m a n d  ( I n te r v i ew,  8 .7. 2 0 2 2 ) :  

“ We  h a d  a  h a rd  t i m e  i n  t h i s  Fre n c h  c a m p.
T h e  Fre n c h  co m m a n d e r  h a te d  u s .  A n d  s i n c e
we  h a ve  h a d  a  h i s to r y  o f  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  t h i s
n a t i o n  a n d  t h ey  g a ve  u s  t h e  fe e l i n g  t h a t

t h ey  re d u c e d  u s  to  w h a t  h a p p e n e d  i n  t h e  

S e co n d  Wo r l d  Wa r  f ro m  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  –  o f  c o u r s e ,  we  h a te d  t h e m  a s  we l l .  T h e re  wa s  a
s i m m e r i n g  c o n f l i c t .  D u e  to  t h i s  Wo r l d  Wa r  Two  e f f e c t . ”

O n  t h e  o n e  h a n d ,  i t  wa s  b a n a l  i n c o nve n i e n c e s  t h a t  t h e  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  i n te r p re te d  a s  s i g n s
o f  Fre n c h  a n i m o s i ty :  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  h a d  to  b e  co n te n t  w i t h  a  s i n g l e  c ro i s s a n t  fo r  b rea k fa s t ,
w h e rea s  s o l d i e r s  f ro m  o t h e r  n a t i o n s  co u l d  g e t  a s  m a ny  a s  t h ey  wa n te d .  T h e i r  c l o t h e s  we re
wa s h e d  to o  h o t ,  o r  i te m s  d i s a p p ea re d  i n  t h e  l a u n d r y.  O n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  s o m e  o f  t h e  a c t s
p e rce i ve d  a s  d i s c r i m i n a t i n g  we re  u n m i s t a ka b l y  re l i c s  f ro m  t h e  p a s t  s u c h  a s  p e r fo r m i n g  t h e
H i t l e r  s a l u te  o r  s u g g e s t i n g  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  H i t l e r  b ea rd  by  p u tt i n g  two  f i n g e r s  a b ove  t h e
u p p e r  l i p .  T h e  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  c o u l d  n o t  s t a n d  fo r  t h i s  a n d  s t r u c k  b a c k  w i t h  t h e  m ea n s  o f
h u m o r :  t h ey  i nve n te d  s ay i n g s  o r  m o d i f i e d  co m m o n  j o ke s  to  m a ke  f u n  o f  t h e i r  Fre n c h
a d ve r s a r i e s .  To  m a ke  s u re  t h a t  t h e  j o ke s  h i t  t h e i r  t a rg e t ,  t h ey  we re  t r a n s l a te d  i n to  Fre n c h  o r
E n g l i s h  a n d  w r i t te n  d ow n  a t  p l a ce s  f re q u e n te d  by  a l l  t ro o p s  l i ke  to i l e t s ,  wa tc h towe r s ,  a n d
t h e  d i n i n g  h a l l .  T h e  o p p o s i n g  s i d e  re t a l i a te d  w i t h  j o ke s  t ra n s l a te d  i n to  G e r m a n  a n d  a
ve r i t a b l e  j o ke  b a tt l e  e n s u e d .  A  t i p p i n g  p o i n t  wa s  rea c h e d ,  h oweve r ,  w h e n  t h e  Fre n c h
b e t r aye d  t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  c a m a r a d e r i e  –  f ro m  t h e  G e r m a n  p o i n t  o f  v i ew  –  by  n o t  r u s h i n g  to
h e l p  w h e n  a  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r  a tte m p te d  s u i c i d e .  S u c h  a n  a f f ro n t  d e m a n d e d  reve n g e :
m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  G e r m a n  s p e c i a l  f u n  fo rc e s [ 7 ]  c a r r i e d  o u t  a  c l a n d e s t i n e  o p e r a t i o n  i n  t h e
s h a d ow s  o f  t h e  n i g h t  a n d  h o i s te d  a  G e r m a n  f l a g  o n  t h e  f i ve - m e te r- t a l l  m i n i a t u re  E i f f e l  towe r
t h a t  t h e  Fre n c h  t ro o p s  h a d  s e t  u p  a t  t h e  c a m p ’s  e n t ra n ce .  

Image :  amethyststudio  v ia  Canva .com

Wi t h  t h i s  c l i m a x ,  f u n  wa s  ove r :  t h e  o f fe n d e r s  we re  c a u g h t  a n d  p u n i s h e d  a n d  t h e  s i m m e r i n g
te n s i o n  e s c a l a te d  i n  a  b r aw l .  
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W h i l e  t h i s  i s  ce r t a i n l y  a n  exce p t i o n a l l y  d ra s t i c  exa m p l e ,  o t h e r  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  l i kew i s e
d e s c r i b e d  ex p e r i e n ce s  w i t h  Fre n c h  t ro o p s  ra t h e r  a s  u n p l ea s a n t  t h a n  a m i c a b l e  ( e .g .  I n te r v i ew
2 2 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ) .  T h i s  l ea d s  to  t h e  i m p re s s i o n  t h a t  t h e  o f f i c i a l  m i l i t a r y  co o p e ra t i o n  –  w i t h i n  N ATO
a n d  s i n ce  1 9 8 9  i n  t h e  Fr a n c o - G e r m a n  b r i g a d e  –  c rea te d  “co m m a n d e d  c a m a r a d e r i e ”  a t  b e s t
( I n te r v i ew  0 8 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ) :  “ T h i s  [ c o o p e r a t i o n  i n  t h e  fo r m  o f  j o i n t  p a t ro l s ]  d i d  n o t  co m e  f ro m  t h e
b o tto m  o f  t h e  h ea r t s .  I t  wa s  j u s t :  Yo u  h ave  to  d o  i t . “  
 
T h e  i m p r i n t  o f  h i s to r y  o n  p re s e n t- d ay  i n te r n a t i o n a l  j o k i n g  re l a t i o n s h i p  a p p l i e s  n o t  o n l y  to
r i va l r i e s  b u t  a l s o  to  a l l i a n c e s  ( I n te r v i ew  0 8 .0 7. 2 0 2 2 ) :  

“ T h e  Au s t r i a n s  a n d  t h e  I ta l i a n s  we re  o u r  c l o s e s t  a l l i e s  –  * s m i l i n g *  l i ke  b a c k
t h e n . [ 8 ]  T h ey  we re  o u r  t r u e  f r i e n d s .  We  we re  b o u n d  to g e t h e r  d e e p  f ro m  t h e
h e a r t .  We  a l s o  b a n te re d  w i t h  t h e m .  B u t  t h i s  wa s  f u n ny.  We  h a d  a  s i m i l a r
s e n s e  o f  h u m o r . ”  

Con clus ion  

T h e  ex p l o ra t i o n  o f  i n te r n a t i o n a l  j o k i n g  re l a t i o n s h i p s  h a s  revea l e d  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s ’
co n c e p t i o n s  o f  d i f fe re n t  a r m e d  fo rce s  i n  m u l t i n a t i o n a l  s e tt i n g s .  T h e  s t a t u s  o f  t h e  G e r m a n
s e l f  w i t h i n  i n te r n a t i o n a l  j o k i n g  re l a t i o n s h i p s  i s  t h a t  o f  a  re t i ce n t  c h a ra c te r  w h o  c o n t ro l s
h i m s e l f  co n s c i o u s  o f  h i s to r i c a l  re s p o n s i b i l i ty .  H e  s u f fe r s  f ro m  a n  i n f e r i o r i ty  c o m p l ex  towa rd s
t h e  A m e r i c a n  w h o  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  ea r n s  re s p e c t  fo r  m a te r i a l  a b u n d a n ce  a n d  o p e ra t i o n a l
e f f i c i e n c y  a n d  co n te m p t  fo r  l a c k  o f  c u l t u re ,  i n te l l e c t  a n d  q u a l i ty  s t a n d a rd s .  Fro m  t h e  G e r m a n
p e r s p e c t i ve ,  t h e  B r i t  re p re s e n t s  t h e  m o d e l  s o l d i e r  s i n ce  h i s  s u p e r i o r  s e n s e  o f  h u m o r  i s
e q u a l l e d  w i t h  p o s s e s s i n g  s o l d i e r l y  v i r t u e s .  T h e  Fra n co - G e r m a n  re l a t i o n s h i p  i s  t h e  c l o s e s t  a n d
o n l y  e q u a l  re l a t i o n s h i p ,  ye t  m a r re d  by  h i s to r i c a l  a n i m o s i t i e s .  T h e s e  re p re s e n t a t i o n s  revea l
t h a t  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  h o l d  c o m m o n  n a t i o n a l  s te re o ty p e s  b u t  t h ey  e n r i c h  a n d  e n a c t  t h e m
t h ro u g h  ex p e r i e n c e s  w i t h  m e m b e r s  o f  o t h e r  n a t i o n s ’  a r m e d  fo rce s .  I n  t h i s  way,  s o l d i e r s
p e r fo r m  g e o p o l i t i c s  by  eve r yd ay  p ra c t i ce .  

[ 8 ]  T h i s  a l l u d e s  to  t h e  fa s c i s t  a l l i a n ce  b e twe e n  G e r m a ny  a n d  I t a l y  d u r i n g  t h e  S e co n d  Wo r l d  Wa r  a n d  t h e  a n n exa t i o n  o f
Au s t r i a  to  t h e  G e r m a n  T h i rd  R e i c h  i n  1 93 8  t h a t  e n t a i l e d  t h e  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  o f  m a ny  Au s t r i a n s  i n  n a t i o n a l  s o c i a l i s t  c r i m e s .
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This text is based one a blog post written as a part of the Seminar Reconceptualizing Warfare
and Its Experience, April  10, 2025, funded by the WARFUN project.

I n  p h o to  a n d  v i d e o  m a te r i a l  o f  v i o l e n t  co n f l i c t ,  a  p h e n o m e n o n  re g u l a r l y  o c c u r s  t h a t  n e e d s
i n te r p re t a t i o n :  p e r p e t ra to r s  o f  v i o l e n ce  w h o  a p p ea r  to  e n j oy  t h e i r  a c t i o n s ,  o r  by s t a n d e r s
l a u g h i n g  o r  s m i l i n g  w h i l e  o t h e r s  co m m i t  v i o l e n ce .  W h i l e  l a u g h te r  i s  p o p u l a r l y  a s s o c i a te d
w i t h  re l a xa t i o n ,  t h e  l a u g h te r  o f  p e r p e t r a to r s  a n d  by s t a n d e r s  s e e m s  to  co n t r a s t  s eve re l y  w i t h
a c t s  o f  v i o l e n c e  a n d  h u m i l i a t i o n .
 
Eve n  m o re  s o ,  wa tc h i n g  v i d e o s  a n d  p h o to s  o r  rea d i n g  s to r i e s  a b o u t  l a u g h i n g  a n d  j o k i n g
p e r p e t ra to r s  a ro u s e s  i n co m p re h e n s i o n  a n d  s o m e t i m e s  eve n  o u t ra g e  a m o n g  a  m o re  d i s t a n t
p u b l i c .  E s p e c i a l l y  f o r  t h o s e  w h o  c o n n e c t  o r  sy m p a t h i ze  w i t h  t h e  v i c t i m ( s ) ,  t h e  co m b i n a t i o n
o f  h u m o r ,  f re n zy,  a n d  v i o l e n c e  fe e l s  ex t re m e l y  co n f ro n t a t i o n a l ,  revea l i n g  s h o c k i n g  a p a t hy  o r
eve n  s a d i s m .  A cce p t i n g  t h a t  a  p e r p e t ra to r  i s  c r u e l  i s  o n e  t h i n g  b u t  a cc e p t i n g  t h a t  a
p e r p e t ra to r  e n j oy s  k i l l i n g  o r  m o c ks  v i c t i m s  c e r t a i n l y  i s  a n o t h e r .
 
T h e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  t h e  l a u g h i n g  p e r p e t ra to r  i s  w i d e l y  re p o r te d ,  m a i n l y  by  t h o s e  w h o
sy m p a t h i z e  w i t h  t h e  v i c t i m s  o r  w h o  a re  t ra u m a t i ze d  h e i r s  o f  v i c t i m  g ro u p s .  L a u g h i n g  a t
h u m i l i a t i o n  o r  k i l l i n g  i n  t h e  m i c ro s p a ce  o f  v i o l e n ce  a n d  t h e  ‘ a f te r l i ve s ’  o f  s u c h  s e tt i n g s
t h ro u g h  p h o to s ,  v i d e o s ,  o r  n a r r a t i ve s  ra i s e s  two  q u e s t i o n s  t h a t  I  w i l l  a d d re s s  i n  t h i s  b l o g .  T h e
f i r s t  q u e s t i o n  i s ,  s i m p l y  p u t ,  w hy  d o  a c to r s  ( p e r p e t ra to r s  o r  by s t a n d e r s )  l a u g h  i n  s e tt i n g s  o f
v i o l e n ce?  T h e  s e co n d  q u e s t i o n  i s  ro u g h e r :  h ow  d o  t h e  –  w h a t  I  c a l l  –  v i s u a l  a n d  n a r ra t i ve
‘ a f te r l i ve s ’  o f  t h e s e  s e tt i n g s  p ro d u ce  c o n f l i c t - i n te r p re t a t i o n s ,  a n d  w hy ?  T h i s  s e c o n d  q u e s t i o n
i s  i m p o r t a n t  b e c a u s e  i n te r p re t a t i o n s  o f  l a u g h i n g  p e r p e t ra to r s  a re  o f te n  f u n d a m e n t a l l y
d e h u m a n i z i n g ,  re d u c i n g  t h e  p e r p e t ra to r  to  a  s a d i s t  o r  a n  i n h u m a n  m o n s te r .
 
I n  t h e  h i s to r y  o f  c o n f l i c t  a n d  wa r  p h o to g ra p hy,  t h e  l a u g h i n g  p e r p e t ra to r  a p p ea r s  i n  i c o n i c
p h o to s  a n d  v i d e o  f o o t a g e :  T h e  e n t h u s i a s t i c  c rowd  a tte n d i n g  t h e  l y n c h i n g  o f  a  b l a c k
A m e r i c a n  ( S o n t a g  2 0 03 ,  7 2 -3 ;  S m i t h  2 0 2 1 ,  2 - 4 ) ;  t h e  s m i l i n g  G e r m a n  s o l d i e r s  m a k i n g  J ew s
b r u s h  t h e  p ave m e n t  i n  V i e n n a  ( s e e  J ew i s h  S h o a h  Ce n te r ) ,  t h e  s e e m i n g l y  s m i l i n g  U s t a š e
a b o u t  to  s ew  t h ro u g h  t h e  n e c k  o f  B ra n ko  J u n g i ć  ( s e e  Fre e  R e p u b l i c) ,  t h e  A m e r i c a n  p r i s o n
g u a rd s  s m i l i n g  a t  t h e  p i l e  o f  n a ke d  I ra q i  p r i s o n e r s  a t  A b u  G h r a i b ;  I D F  s o l d i e r s  m o c k i n g
Pa l e s t i n i a n s  a n d  Pa l e s t i n i a n  c u l t u re  a n d  h a b i t s  o n l i n e ;  t h e s e  p i c t u re s  a n d  v i d e o s  o f te n  h ave
a s s e r t i ve  a f te r l i ve s  a s  t h ey  reve r b e ra te  s o m e t i m e s  fo r  g e n e r a t i o n s .  T h ey  i n f l u e n ce  h ow  we
l o o k  a t  p a s t  co n f l i c t s ,  h ow  we  d i s t a n c e  o u r s e l ve s  f ro m  t h e  co n f l i c t  s p a ce s  o f  t h e s e
p e r p e t ra to r s  a n d  by s t a n d e r s  a n d  i m a g i n e  o u r  p o s i t i o n  a t  t h e  g o o d  s i d e  o f  h i s to r y.  T h i s
m a te r i a l  –  v i d e o s  b u t  m o s t l y  p h o to g ra p h s  –  m ay  eve n t u a l l y  b e c o m e  p a r t  o f  co l l e c t i ve
a n t a g o n i s t i c  m e m o r i e s  a b o u t  m o n s t ro u s  p e r p e t ra to r s  a n d  v u l n e ra b l e  v i c t i m s .  I f  t h i s
h a p p e n s ,  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e  l a u g h i n g  p e r p e t ra to r s  a s  h u m a n  e q u a l s  co n d o n i n g  t h e m .  B u t
n o t  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h i s  p e r p e t r a to r  b l o c ks  a  s h a r p e r  a n a l y s i s  o f  w hy  ( s o m e )  p e o p l e  co m m i t
o r  eve n  s e e m  to  e n j oy  v i o l e n ce  u n d e r  c e r t a i n  c i rc u m s t a n ce s .
 
I n  a d d i t i o n  to  t h i s  v i s u a l  m a te r i a l ,  t h e  l a u g h i n g  p e r p e t r a to r ,  w h o  s e e m s  to  e n j oy  wa r ,  b a tt l e ,
h u m i l i a t i o n ,  a n d  eve n  k i l l i n g ,  a p p ea r s  i n  m a ny  n a r ra t i ve s ,  f ro m  z o n e s  o f  exc e p t i o n  l i ke
co n c e n t ra t i o n  c a m p s  a n d  p r i s o n  c a m p s ,  to  wa r  zo n e s ,  c o m b a t  z o n e s ,  a n d  s t re e t  f i g h t s .  T h e
n a r ra t i ve  a b o u t  t h e  l a u g h i n g  p e r p e t ra to r  co n t ra d i c t s  i n te r p re t a t i o n s  o f  co n f l i c t ,  wa r fa re ,  a n d
v i o l e n ce  a s  exce p t i o n a l ,  s e r i o u s  b u s i n e s s  ( D e  L a u r i  e t  a l  2 0 24 ) .  I n  t h i s  b l o g ,  I  w i l l  co n f i n e
my s e l f  to  t h e  v i s u a l  w i t n e s s e s  o f  t h i s  p e r p e t ra to r  a n d  a s k  w hy  s p e c i f i c a l l y  p h o to  a n d  v i d e o
m a te r i a l  o f  l a u g h i n g  p e r p e t ra to r s  h a s  s u c h  i n te n s e  a f te r l i ve s .  H ow  d o  t h e s e  v i s u a l i ze d  s m i l e s ,
c h e e r s ,  l a u g h s ,  o r  g l o a t s  c o n t r i b u te  to  t h e  i n te n s i f i c a t i o n  o f  m e m o r y  a n d  t h e  i c o n i z a t i o n  o f
s u f fe r i n g ,  a n d  w hy ?  I n  o t h e r  wo rd s ,  i s  i t  a  c o i n c i d e n ce  t h a t  a t  l ea s t  s o m e  o f  t h e  p h o to s  a n d
v i d e o s  I  d e s c r i b e d  a b ove  a re  fa m i l i a r  to  yo u ,  t h e  rea d e r ?  e m o t i o n s .
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 I  wo u l d  a rg u e  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t ,  b u t  r a t h e r  t h a t  t h e  ve r y  s m i l e s  s e e n  o n  t h i s  m a te r i a l  fo r  v i ewe r s
co n t ra s t  s h a r p l y  w i t h  t h e  v i o l e n c e  o n  d i s p l ay  a n d  t h u s  co n t r i b u te  to  t h e  n o to r i e ty  o r  eve n
i c o n i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  m a te r i a l .  T h i s  s h e d s  l i g h t  o n  h ow  we  p e rce i ve  l a u g h i n g  a n d  h ow  we
p e rce i ve  v i o l e n ce  a n d  h u m a n  e m o t i o n s .

Image :  He lg i  Ha l ldorsson ,  Wik imedia  Commons ,  CC  BY-SA 2 .0   

L e t ’s  b e  c l ea r  a b o u t  t h i s :  t h e  i co n i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  l a u g h i n g  p e r p e t ra to r  i s  n o t  i n h e re n t  to  t h e
s e tt i n g  o f  v i o l e n ce  w h e re  k i l l i n g  o r  h u m i l i a t i o n  o cc u r s .  T h e  m i c ro s p a ce  o f  v i o l e n c e  d i f fe r s
g rea t l y  f ro m  t h e  p u b l i c ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  a n d  a c a d e m i c  s p a c e s  o f  i n te r p re t a t i o n  w h e re  t h e
i c o n i z a t i o n  o c c u r s .  A s  t h e  Wa r f u n  p ro j e c t  s h ow s ,  b a s e d  o n  n a r ra t i ve s  f ro m  t h o s e  w h o
ex p e r i e n c e d  t h e  ‘ fo g  o f  wa r ’  f i r s t h a n d ,  h u m a n  e m o t i o n s  d o  n o t  s to p  a t  t h e  f ro n t l i n e  o f
co n f l i c t .  Exc i te m e n t ,  re l ea s e ,  a n g e r ,  f ea r ,  j oy,  co m p a s s i o n ,  c a m a ra d e r i e ,  c r u e l ty ,  s u r p r i s e
“co ex i s t , ”  w h i l e  to g e t h e r ,  “ t h e s e  e m o t i o n s  s h a p e  t h e  way  wa r  p e r m ea te s  t h e  m e m o r i e s  a n d
b o d i e s  o f  t h o s e  w h o  ex p e r i e n ce  i t ”  ( D e  L a u r i  2 0 24 ) .  P h o to s  a n d  v i d e o s  b e co m e  i co n i ze d  i n
t h e  ex te r n a l  s p a c e s  o f  v i o l e n ce ,  w h e re  s t r a te g y,  o u t ra g e ,  a n d  i n te r p re t a t i o n  t a ke  p l a c e .  S u c h
p h o to s  a n d  v i d e o s  a re  s n a p s h o t s  o f  a  s i t u a t i o n ,  o f te n  c rea te d  by  t h o s e  b e l o n g i n g  to  t h e
g ro u p  o f  p e r p e t ra to r s  a n d  f re q u e n t l y  i n te n d e d  to  i m p re s s  t h e  h o m e  f ro n t .  H oweve r ,
i n te r p re t a t i o n s  a re  a c t i va te d  a s  t h i s  m a te r i a l  s u r v i ve s  t h e  co n f l i c t  a n d  swa p s  c o n tex t .  T h e
l a u g h  m ay  b e co m e  a  to ke n  o f  t h e  i n h u m a n e  s a d i s m  a n d  m o n s t ro s i ty  o f  t h e  l a u g h i n g
p e r p e t ra to r s  a n d  by s t a n d e r s  a n d  c rea te s  s p a ce s  fo r  t h e  d i s t a n t  o n l o o ke r  to  m o ra l l y
d i s i d e n t i f y .

Un derstan din g  L aughter

T h e  l a u g h i n g  p e r p e t ra to r  i s  p ro b l e m a t i c  b e c a u s e  l a u g h te r  a n d  v i o l e n ce  d o n ’ t  m i x  we l l  i n
m o s t  p e o p l e ’s  i n te r p re t a t i o n .  A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  w h a t  i s  h u m o ro u s  va r i e s  a m o n g  i n d i v i d u a l s  a n d
re q u i re s  s p e c i f i c  co m m i t m e n t s  to  c u l t u ra l  n o r m s  a n d  ( p o l i t i c a l ,  re l i g i o u s )  b e l i e f s .  W h a t  m ay
b e  b e n i g n  fo r  s o m e  c a n  b e  o f fe n s i ve  to  o t h e r s ,  w h i c h  c a n  a c t u a l l y  a l s o  b e  p a r t  o f  t h e  f u n .  
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Fo r  exa m p l e ,  M u h a m m a d  c a r to o n s  m ay  b e
a m u s i n g  f o r  t h o s e  w h o  a re  n o t  d evo u t  M u s l i m s ;
t h e  a r two r k  ‘ p i s s  C h r i s t ’  by  a r t i s t  A n d re s  S e r ra n o
c a n  b e  ‘ h u r t f u l ’  fo r  d evo u t  C h r i s t i a n s ;  j o ke s
a b o u t  t h e  v i c t i m - g ro u p s  o f  g e n o c i d e s  a re  n o t
we l l  re c e i ve d  by  t h o s e  e m p a t h i z i n g  w i t h  t h e
v i c t i m s ;  a n d  j o ke s  a b o u t  t ra u m a t i c  eve n t s  a re
g e n e ra l l y  u nwe l c o m e  i m m e d i a te l y  a f te r  t h e
eve n t ,  s u c h  a s  j o ke s  a b o u t  9/ 1 1 .  H oweve r ,
s o m e t i m e s  t h e  s h o c ke d  rea c t i o n s  o f  o t h e r s  c a n
e n h a n c e  t h e  e n j oy m e n t ,  a s  t h e  re s p o n s e s  to  t h e
D a n i s h  M u h a m m a d  c a r to o n s  i l l u s t ra te .
A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  t h e  t a u n t i n g  o f  v i c t i m s  f ro m  a
s e e m i n g l y  t h rea te n i n g  o u tg ro u p  c a n  b e co m e  a
s p e c t a c l e  i n  p o l i t i c a l  a re n a s ,  exe m p l i f i e d  by
Ve n e z u e l a n  i m m i g ra n t  m e n  w h o  h ave  t h e i r
h ea d s  s h ave d ,  t h e n  a re  d e m ea n e d  by  t h e i r
g u a rd s  a n d  l e d  away.  U . S .  Pre s i d e n t  D o n a l d
Tr u m p  p re s e n te d  a  v i d e o  o f  t h i s  d u r i n g  t h e  1 0 0 -
d ay  ce l e b r a t i o n  o f  h i s  s e c o n d  te r m  i n  M i c h i g a n
i n  A p r i l  2 0 2 5 ,  a s  a  c h e e r f u l  c rowd  c h a n te d  “ U S A ,
U S A”  w h i l e  wa tc h i n g  t h e  v i d e o .  C l ea r l y ,
h u m i l i a t i o n  c a n  ra i s e  j oy  a n d  c a n  b e  s e e n  a s
b e n i g n  fo r  a  b e l i e f - s h a r i n g  i n g ro u p,  b u t  i t  c a n  b e
co n s i d e re d  o f fe n s i ve  a n d  s h o c k i n g  by  g ro u p s
t h a t  i d e n t i f y  w i t h  o r  sy m p a t h i z e  w i t h  t h e  t a rg e t
g ro u p.  T h i s  ty p e  o f  h u m o r  i s  g e n e ra l l y  re fe r re d  to
a s  s c h a d e n f re u d e .
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S c h a d e n f re u d e  i s  t h e  G e r m a n  te r m  f o r  d e r i v i n g  a m u s e m e n t  o r  p l ea s u re  f ro m  s o m e o n e  e l s e ’s
m i s f o r t u n e .  I t  i s ,  n eve r t h e l e s s ,  a  p l ea s a n t  fe e l i n g .  A cco rd i n g  to  N i e l s  va n  d e  Ve n ,
s c h a d e n f re u d e  n e u t r a l i z e s  e nv y,  t h e  fe e l i n g  t h a t  o f te n  p re ce d e s  t h e  p l ea s u re  o f  a n o t h e r ’s
m i s f o r t u n e  ( va n  d e  Ve n  2 0 1 4 ,  1 1 5 ) .  R i c h a rd  S m i t h  ( 2 0 1 3 )  a rg u e s  t h a t  “ t h e  m o re  a  m i s fo r t u n e
s e e m s  d e s e r ve d ,  t h e  m o re  l i ke l y  s c h a d e n f re u d e  i s  i n  t h e  o p e n ,  f re e  o f  s h a m e ”  ( x i v ) .  I n d e e d ,
i n  t h e  b a c kg ro u n d  o f  s c h a d e n f re u d e  l i e s  a  m o r a l  u n i ve r s e  t h a t  d i re c t s  h ow  we  p e rce i ve  w h a t
i s  j u s t ,  p ro p o r t i o n a l ,  a n d  f i t s  o u r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g s  o f  h i e ra rc hy.  

We  f e e l  e l eva t i o n  i f  a  ‘ w ro n g d o e r ’  o r  s o m e o n e  w h o  h a s  t re s p a s s e d  o u r  m o ra l  p e r s p e c t i ve s  o n
s o c i a l  s i t u a t i o n s  fa c e s  m i s fo r t u n e .  N eve r t h e l e s s ,  t h e re  ex i s t  f u r t h e r  e l e m e n t s  to  co n s i d e r  i n
t h i s  co n tex t ,  w h i c h  ex te n d  b eyo n d  t h e  re l a t i o n a l  m o d e l s  t h a t  g ove r n  h u m a n  b e l i e f  a n d
b e h av i o r .  G e n e ra l l y  s p ea k i n g ,  p e o p l e  l ove  fe e l i n g s  o f  b e i n g  b e tte r  a n d  s u p e r i o r .  Pe o p l e  s t r i ve
towa rd s  s u p e r i o r i ty  a n d  s e l f - p r i d e  a l o n g  t h e  l i n e s  o f  c u l t u ra l l y  va l u e d  m o ra l  d i m e n s i o n s .
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A s  a  re s u l t ,  o u r  s t r i v i n g  towa rd s  s u p e r i o r i ty  c o n t i n u a l l y  ‘eva l u a te s ’  t h e  e f fo r t s  o f  o t h e r s .
B e i n g  i n  t h e  d y n a m i c s  o f  co m p e t i t i o n ,  t h e  o t h e r ’s  s u p e r i o r  p o s i t i o n  o r  s u p e r i o r  way  o f  d o i n g
t h i n g s ,  d e g ra d e s  my  p o s i t i o n .  T h e  i n fe r i o r i ty  o f  o t h e r s ,  h oweve r ,  m a ke s  m e  f e e l  b e tte r  a b o u t
my s e l f .  T h i s  wo r ks  a t  a n  i n d i v i d u a l ,  b u t  a l s o ,  a n d  m ay b e  eve n  s t ro n g e r ,  a t  a  co l l e c t i ve  l eve l
w h e re  fe e l i n g s  o f  b e i n g  s u p e r i o r  c a n  b e  s h a re d  a n d  re l a te d  to  t h e  i n fe r i o r i ty  o f  c a te g o r i c a l
‘o t h e r s ’ .
 
I n  t h e  d o m a i n  o f  s o c i a l  p syc h o l o g y,  t h e  co n c e p t  o f  h u m o r  a n d  l a u g h te r  i s  exa m i n e d  t h ro u g h
t h e  l e n s  o f  a sy m m e t r y,  a s  ev i d e n c e d  by  t h e  u s e  o f  te r m s  s u c h  a s  ‘e nv y ’  o r  –  eve n  s t ro n g e r  –
‘ re s e n t m e n t ’ .  E nv y,  N i e l s  va n  d e  Ve n  ( 2 0 1 4 ,  1 1 5 )  w r i te s ,  i s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  a n te c e d e n t  o f
s c h a d e n f re u d e .  E nv y  a n d  re s e n t m e n t  c o u l d  b e  i n te r p re te d  a s  w h a t  C i ka ra  a n d  F i s ke  c a l l
“co u n te r- e m p a t h i c  re s p o n d i n g s ”  ( C i ka ra  &  F i s ke  2 0 1 3 ) .  A  co u n te r- e m p a t h i c  re s p o n d i n g  i s  t h e
re s u l t  o f  i n te rg ro u p  e m p a t hy  b i a s  a n d  p o i n t s  to  t h e  p l ea s u re  fe l t  i n  re s p o n s e  to  o u t- g ro u p
m e m b e r s ’  p a i n  o r  s u f f e r i n g .  C i ka r a  a n d  F i s ke  w r i te ,  b a s e d  o n  e m p i r i c a l  m a te r i a l ,  t h a t  “ [ t ] h e s e
co u n te r- e m p a t h i c  re s p o n s e s  m ay  a t  b e s t  a l l ow  i n d i f f e re n ce  to  o t h e r s ’  s u f fe r i n g ,  a n d  a t  wo r s t
fa c i l i t a te  h a r m  a g a i n s t  t h e m .”  T h i s  m i g h t  t u r n  u p  i n  s i t u a t i o n s  o f  v i o l e n t  co n f l i c t  a n d  wa r
w h e re  p e o p l e  b o n d  s t ro n g l y  w i t h  t h e i r  n a t i o n a l  i n g ro u p  a n d  m ay  f e e l  e l eva t i o n  o r  eve n
ce l e b ra t i o n  u p o n  t h e  e n e my ’s  v i o l e n t  d e fea t .  T h e  a p p re c i a t i o n  o f  h u m o r ,  Z i l l m a n n  a n d  C a n to r
w r i te ,  i s  m a x i m a l  “ w h e n  o u r  f r i e n d s  h u m i l i a te  o u r  e n e m i e s ,  a n d  m i n i m a l  w h e n  o u r  e n e m i e s
m a n a g e  to  g e t  t h e  u p p e r  h a n d  ove r  o u r  f r i e n d s ”  ( Z i l l m a n n  &  C a n to r  1 9 76 ,  1 0 0 -1 ) .  T h i s  m ay
a l s o  b e  e m p h a s i ze d  f u r t h e r  a s  t h e s e  ‘e n e m i e s ’  a re  n o t  n e ce s s a r i l y  co m b a t a n t s  b u t  c a n  a l s o
b e  c i v i l i a n s  re p re s e n t i n g  fea t u re s  t h a t  b e l o n g  to  t h e  o u tg ro u p,  s u c h  a s  re l i g i o n  o r  d re s s ,  o r
m ay  h ave  b e e n  d i s c u r s i ve l y  f ra m e d  a s  t h rea te n i n g  ‘o u r ’  m o ra l  s o c i e ty  a n d  l a b e l l e d  a s  ra p i s t s ,
t h i eve s ,  g a n g  m e m b e r s ,  a n d  p ro f i te e r s ,  l i ke  t h e  Ve n e z u e l a n  m a l e s  l e d  away  o n  t h e  v i d e o
s h ow n  by  Pre s i d e n t  Tr u m p  i n  t h e  p re s e n c e  o f  a  c h e e r i n g  c rowd .  R e j o i c i n g  i n  a n o t h e r ’s
m i s f o r t u n e  i s  n o t  s o  fa r - fe tc h e d  a ny way,  e s p e c i a l l y  n o t  i f  t h e  ‘o t h e r ’s  m i s fo r t u n e ’  s e e m s
d e s e r ve d .
 

C a n  we  n ow  b e tte r  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  l a u g h i n g  p e r p e t ra to r ?  I t  i s  n o t  u n co m m o n  fo r
p e r p e t ra to r s  o f  v i o l e n c e  to  d e r i d e  a n d  t a u n t  t h e i r  p o te n t i a l  v i c t i m s .  T h e  f u n c t i o n  o f  l a u g h te r
( w h i c h  i s  t h u s  n o t  n e ce s s a r i l y  t h e  s a m e  a s  h u m o r)  w h i l e  co m m i tt i n g  v i o l e n ce  c a n  h ave  m a ny
rea s o n s ,  i n c l u d i n g  d e s t re s s i n g  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  by  r i d i c u l i n g  i t ,  a n d  b o n d i n g  w i t h  p e e r s .  B u t
o f te n ,  e s c a l a t i o n s  o f  v i o l e n c e  p re s u m e  a  s eve re  d i f fe re n ce  b e twe e n  i n g ro u p  p e r p e t ra to r s  a n d
by s t a n d e r s  o n  t h e  o n e ,  a n d  ( p o te n t i a l )  o u tg ro u p  v i c t i m s  o n  t h e  o t h e r .  I n d e e d ,  s t r u c t u ra l l y ,
t h i s  i s  c o m p a ra b l e  to  t h e  c o n d i t i o n  o f  s c h a d e n f re u d e  d i s c u s s e d  a b ove .  T h e  two  Co l u m b i n e
s h o o te r s ,  E r i c  H a r r i s  a n d  D y l a n  K l e b o l d ,  fo r  exa m p l e ,  we re  re p o r te d  to  h ave  l a u g h e d  d u r i n g
t h e i r  a tt a c k  o n  t h e  h i g h  s c h o o l  k i d s  i n  Co l u m b i n e  i n  1 9 9 9 .  T h e i r  l a u g h i n g  evo l ve d  i n to  a
r hy t h m i c  b o n d i n g  t h a t  c rea te d  a n  a l te r n a t i ve  s p a ce  a n d  m i g h t  h ave  m a d e  t h e i r  a tt a c k  l e s s
s t re s s f u l .  D i s c u s s i n g  s eve ra l  i n s t a n ce s  w h e re  p e r p e t ra to r s  we re  re p o r te d  l a u g h i n g  w h i l e
k i l l i n g  o t h e r s ,  R a n d a l l  Co l l i n s  u n d e r s t a n d s  ‘ l a u g h te r ’  i n  s u c h  s i t u a t i o n s  a s  e l e m e n t s  o f  a
m o ra l  h o l i d ay.  A  m o ra l  h o l i d ay  i s  a  f re e  zo n e  i n  t i m e  a n d  s p a c e ,  “ a n  o cc a s i o n  a n d  a  p l a c e
w h e re  t h e  fe e l i n g  p reva i l s  t h a t  eve r yd ay  re s t r a i n t s  a re  o f f ;  i n d i v i d u a l s  fe e l  p ro te c te d  by  t h e
c rowd  a n d  a re  e n c o u r a g e d  i n  n o r m a l l y  fo r b i d d e n  a c t s .  O f te n  t h e re  i s  a n  a t m o s p h e re  o f
ce l e b ra t i o n ,  o r  a t  l ea s t  ex h i l a ra t i o n ;  i t  i s  a  h ea d y  fe e l i n g  o f  e n te r i n g  a  s p e c i a l  rea l i ty ,
s e p a ra te  a n d  ex t ra o rd i n a r y,  w h e re  t h e re  i s  l i t t l e  t h o u g h t  fo r  t h e  f u t u re  a n d  n o  co n ce r n  fo r
b e i n g  c a l l e d  to  a c c o u n t ”  ( 2 0 0 8 ,  243 ) .  We e n i n k  ( 2 0 1 3 )  w r i te s  t h a t  t h e  te r m  ‘ m o ra l  h o l i d ay ’
cove r s  t h e  “ t h e  u n p l ea s a n t  a n d  u n p a l a t a b l e  fa c t  t h a t  p e o p l e  a c t u a l l y  e n j oy  d i s o rd e r  a n d
d e s t r u c t i o n . ”  O f te n ,  b e i n g  to g e t h e r  a l l ow s  p e o p l e  i n  s u c h  s i t u a t i o n s  to  a l l ow  “ea c h  o n e ’s
m o o d  to  fe e d  o f f  t h e  o t h e r ’s ” .  A s  a  re s u l t ,  t h ey  c a n  b e  l o c ke d  i n to  a  “ m o o d  o f  f re n zy  a n d
hy s te r i c a l  e l a t i o n ” .  Fo r  Co l l i n s ,  t h i s  d i re c t  s o c i a l  c o n tex t  i s  d e c i s i ve .  H e  c a l l s  t h i s  a  h o t  r u s h
a n d  d e s c r i b e s  h ow  e m o t i o n s  ex p l o d e  d u r i n g  a n  a tt a c k  t h a t  re m a i n s  u n o p p o s e d .  i .e . ,  d u r i n g  a
s i t u a t i o n  o f  ex t re m e  a sy m m e t r y  b e twe e n  p e r p e t ra to r  a n d  v i c t i m :  “ a n g e r ,  re l ea s e  f ro m
te n s i o n / fea r ,  e l a t i o n ,  hy s te r i c a l  l a u g h te r ,  s h e e r  n o i s i n e s s  ( … )  a l l  o f  t h e s e  a re  g e n e r a t i n g  a
s o c i a l  a t m o s p h e re  i n  w h i c h  p e r s o n s  ke e p  o n  d o i n g  w h a t  t h ey  a re  d o i n g ,  ove r  a n d  ove r ”  ( 2 0 0 8 ,
9 4 ) .  T h i s  a t m o s p h e re  i s  c rea te d  t h ro u g h  a n  a sy m m e t r i c a l  e n t r a i n m e n t :  “ t h e  w i n n e r  b e co m e s
e n t ra i n e d  i n  i t s  ow n  r hy t h m  o f  a tt a c k ” .  T h e  w i n n e r ’s  m ove s  a re  “ re i n fo rce d  by  t h e  m ove s  o f
t h e  l o s e r ”  ( 2 0 0 8 ,  1 03 ;  Co l l i n s  2 0 2 2 ) .  A l t h o u g h  Co l l i n s  a n d  We e n i n k  u s e  t h e  m e t a p h o r  o f  t h e
m o ra l  h o l i d ay,  t h i s  d o e s  n o t  m ea n  t h a t  t h e  e m o t i o n s  t h ey  d e s c r i b e  t h a t  e r u p t  i n  t h e
m i c ro s p a c e  o f  v i o l e n ce  a re  ex t ra o rd i n a r y  o r  exc e p t i o n a l .  W h a t  i s  exce p t i o n a l  i s  t h e  k i l l i n g ,
n o t  t h e  fe e l i n g  o f  s u p e r i o r i ty ,  o r  t h e  p l ea s u re  o f  fe e l i n g  p owe r  ove r  o t h e r s ,  o r  t h e  e l eva t i o n
fe l t  i f  o n e  f e e l s  t h e  s u p p o r t  o f  a  g ro u p  o f  by s t a n d e r s ,  o r  t h e  s c h a d e n f re u d e  f e l t  i f  ‘ t h e  e n e my ’
i s  d e g ra d e d .  K i l l i n g  i s  a n d  re m a i n s  ex t ra o rd i n a r y,  b u t  w h a t  l ea d s  u p  to  t h e  m i c ro s p a ce  o f  
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v i o l e n ce ,  t h e  d i f f e re n ce  t h a t  i s  d i s c u r s i ve l y  a n d  p o l i t i c a l l y  c rea te d  b e twe e n  g ro u p s  o f  p e o p l e ,
t h e  e n j oy m e n t  o f  h u m i l i a t i n g  t h e  ‘ b a d  g u y s ’ ,  i s n ’ t  ex t ra o rd i n a r y  a t  a l l .  

Th e  After l ives  o f  a  Smi le :  Haunt in g  Ph otographs

N ow  t h a t  we  h ave  a p p ro a c h e d  t h e
l a u g h i n g  p e r p e t ra to r  t h ro u g h  s o m e

t h e o r i e s  o n  h u m o r  a n d  v i o l e n c e ,  l e t ’ s
t r y  to  u n d e r s t a n d  w hy  p re c i s e l y  t h i s

l a u g h te r  reve r b e ra te s  t h ro u g h o u t
h i s to r y  s o  s eve re l y .

 
H u g o  B u r k h a rd ,  a  c o n ce n t ra t i o n

c a m p  p r i s o n e r ,  re c a l l s  h ow  h e  w i l l
n eve r  fo rg e t  t h e  “ h o r r i b l e

a p p ea r a n c e  o f  a  to r t u re d  m a n  a n d
t h e  s a t a n i c  g r i n n i n g  S S  s co u n d re l ”

w h o  fo rc e d  h i m  to  ea t  h i s  ow n  fe ce s
( c i t .  i n  We s te r m a n n  74 ) .

S c h a d e n f re u d e ,  co n f i r m i n g  i n g ro u p
sy m p a t hy  a n d  o u tg ro u p  b i a s ,  m i g h t

t ra n s fo r m  i n to  ‘ s c h a d e nwe h ’  ( f ro m
We h ,  ‘ h u r t ’ )  fo r  t h o s e  w h o

sy m p a t h i ze  o r  i d e n t i f y  w i t h  t h e
v i c t i m s .
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I n  a d d i t i o n  to  B u r k h a rd ’s  co n tex t ,  s e tt i n g s  o f  s t ro n g  v i c t i m  h u m i l i a t i o n  a n d  p e r p e t ra to r
p owe r  c a n  t r a n s ce n d  t h e i r  i m m e d i a te  co n tex t s  t h ro u g h  v i s u a l i t i e s  s u c h  a s  p h o to s  a n d  v i d e o s
t h a t  m i g ra te  i n to  o t h e r  a rea s  w h e re  p e o p l e  e m p a t h i ze  w i t h  t h e  v i c t i m s .  H e re ,  t h e s e  m a te r i a l s
h ave  a f te r l i ve s  a n d  m ay  g a i n  n ew  m ea n i n g s .  E s p e c i a l l y  g r i m a c e s ,  s m i l e s ,  a n d  l a u g h te r
co n t r i b u te  to  t h e  re p u t a t i o n  a n d  i co n i z a t i o n  o f  s u c h  m a te r i a l s .

I n  2 0 0 7,  p i c t u re s  we re  p u b l i s h e d  i n  s eve ra l  We s te r n  n ew s  m e d i a  o u t l e t s  s h ow i n g  g i r l s ,
wo m e n ,  a n d  s o m e  m e n  h av i n g  g rea t  f u n .  I n  co m m e n t a r i e s ,  t h e s e  l a u g h i n g  p e o p l e  we re
p l a c e d  i n  s t a r k  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  to  t h e i r  a c t u a l  ro l e s  i n  t h e  ex te r m i n a t i o n  m a c h i n e r y  o f
Au s c hw i t z .  Fo r  exa m p l e ,  M a i l  O n l i n e  j o u r n a l i s t  A l l a n  H a l l  ( 2 0 0 7 )  re p o r t s  t h a t  t h e  p h o to s
“ u n d e r l i n e  t h e  s i c ke n i n g  hy p o c r i sy  o f  t h e  s e r va n t s  o f  N a z i s m  –  m o ra l l y  b a n k r u p t ,  i l l i m i t a b l y
c r u e l  –  a n d  ye t  a b l e  to  l a u g h ,  j o ke ,  d r i n k  a n d  s u n b a t h e  a s  i f  t h ey  we re  n o  d i f fe re n t  to  a nyo n e
e l s e . ”  A l t h o u g h  t h i s  p i c t u re  d i d  n o t  s h ow  v i o l e n ce ,  i t  wa s  t h e  a b s e n ce  o f  v i o l e n ce  t h a t
h i g h l i g h te d  t h e  co n t r a d i c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  c u l t u ra l  m e m o r i e s  o f  t h e  o b s e r ve r s  i n  2 0 0 7,  i n  w h i c h
N a z i  g u a rd s  a re  l a b e l e d  a s  i n h u m a n  m o n s te r s .  T h i s  a n d  o t h e r  i n te r p re t a t i o n s  exce p t i o n a l i ze
b r u t a l i ty  by  d e t a c h i n g  i t  f ro m  h u m a n  e m o t i o n s  ( s e e  D e  L a u r i  2 0 24 ) ,  m a k i n g  i t  m o re  d i f f i c u l t
to  u n d e r s t a n d  h ow  h u m a n  e m o t i o n s  a n d  h u m a n  re l a t i o n s  f u n c t i o n  i n  p l a c e s  l i ke  Au s c hw i t z
o r  d u r i n g  m o ra l  h o l i d ay s ,  a s  ex p l a i n e d  a b ove .
 
A  p i c t u re  t h a t  o b t a i n e d  a n  i c o n i c  re p u t a t i o n  a n d  b e c a m e  p a r t  o f  c u l t u ra l  a rc h i ve s  g u a rd e d
by  t h o s e  w h o  i d e n t i f y  w i t h  t h e  v i c t i m  g ro u p,  i s  t h e  1 9 4 2  p h o to g ra p h  s h ow i n g  u s t a š e  m i l i t i a
p o s i n g  w h i l e  t h rea te n i n g  to  s aw  t h ro u g h  t h e  n e c k  o f  a  S e r b i a n  m a n  ( B ra n ko  J u n g i ć) .  T h i s
p i c t u re  h a s  a  r i c h  a f te r l i fe  o n  t h e  i n te r n e t  a n d  i s  o f te n  s h ow n  i n  o n l i n e  co n tex t s  d i s c u s s i n g
u s t a š e  b r u t a l i ty .  T h re e  o f  t h e  f i ve  u s t a š e  a re  s h ow n  s m i l i n g  i n  t h e  p i c t u re .  T h e  p i c t u re  wa s
fo u n d  i n  t h e  p o c ke t  o f  a  d ea d  u s t a š e  i n  1 9 4 5 .  A cco rd i n g  to  a  we b p a g e  d e d i c a te d  to  h i m  i n
2 0 0 2  ( ! ) ,  J u n g i ć  re f u s e d  to  c o nve r t  to  R o m a n  C a t h o l i c i s m .  T h e  s i te  c o n t i n u e s  by  s t re s s i n g
t h a t  h i s  “ m a r ty rd o m ”  re p re s e n t s  t h e  c u l m i n a t i o n  o f  t h e  s u f fe r i n g  o f  t h e  S e r b i a n  O r t h o d ox
p e o p l e  i n  Po t ko z a r  ( Po t ko z a r j e ) .
 
I n  t h e  T i kTo k  a g e ,  s o l d i e r s  u s e  h u m o r  to  b o n d  w i t h  s u p p o r t  g ro u p s  a t  h o m e ,  p o r t ray  b rave r y,
a n d  tea s e  o r  m o c k  c r i t i c s ,  a s  s e e n  i n  p rovo c a t i ve  T i kTo ks  by  I s ra e l i  s o l d i e r s  f i g h t i n g  i n  G a z a .
S u c h  p o s t s  c h a l l e n g e  n o r m s ,  s p rea d  s c h a d e n f re u d e ,  a n d  d e p i c t  v i o l e n ce  w i t h  l ev i ty .  Fo r
exa m p l e ,  i n  2 0 24 ,  “ Ya z m i n e ”  re p o s te d  a  v i d e o  o f  a  yo u n g  m a n  wea r i n g  a n  I D F  u n i fo r m  w h o
s ay s ,  “ We  a re  l o o k i n g  f o r  b a b i e s ,  b u t  t h e re  a re  n o  b a b i e s  l e f t , ”  s m i l i n g  b ro a d l y .  
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A  wo m a n ’s  vo i c e  a s ks ,  “ W h a t  b a b i e s?  S ay  a g a i n , ”  to  w h i c h  t h e  m a n  re p l i e s ,  “ N o ,  m ay b e  I  k i l l  a
g i r l  s h e  wa s  twe l ve  b u t  I  l o o k i n g  f o r  a  b a by. ”  T h e  v i d e o  p i c ke d  u p  by  ‘ Ya z m i n e ’  wa s  p u b l i s h e d
a t  a  t i m e  w h e n  i n te r n a t i o n a l  m e d i a  wa s  fo c u s i n g  o n  t h e  fa te  o f  yo u n g  c h i l d re n  a n d  b a b i e s  i n
G a z a ,  w h i l e  I s ra e l i  s h ow s  a n d  p re s s  ( a l t h o u g h  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  a l l )  we re  d ow n p l ay i n g  t h e
n u m b e r  o f  v i c t i m s  m e n t i o n e d  i n  i n te r n a t i o n a l  p re s s  a n d  by  t h e  U N .  “ T h e re  a re  n o  b a b i e s  l e f t
i n  G a z a ”  i s  a  s l o g a n  t h a t  h a s  b e e n  re p ea te d  s eve ra l  t i m e s ,  fo r  exa m p l e ,  a l s o  by  I s ra e l i  fo o t b a l l
fa n s  d u r i n g  t h e  c l a s h  i n  A m s te rd a m  i n  N ove m b e r  2 0 24 .  R e s p o n s e s  to  Ya z m i n e ’s  T i kTo k  re p o s t
a re  i n te re s t i n g  a s  t h ey  s h ow  a  s t ro n g  d e h u m a n i z a t i o n  o f  t h i s  I s ra e l i  s o l d i e r  a n d  I s ra e l i
s o l d i e r s  m o re  g e n e r a l l y .  M o s t  re s p o n d e n t s  to  t h e  v i d e o  t a ke  t h e  s o l d i e r ’ s  wo rd s  l i te ra l l y  a n d
s e r i o u s l y .  A m o n g  t h e  m o re  t h a n  4 5 0 0  m o s t l y  s h o c ke d  c o m m e n t s ,  t h e  wo rd s  “d i s g u s t i n g ”  a n d
“ n a z i ”  we re  ve r y  f re q u e n t l y  u s e d .  Co u l d  i t  b e  t h a t  t h e s e  s h o c k i n g  re s p o n s e s  a n d  d i s g u s t  a r i s e
n o t  o n l y  f ro m  t h e  v i o l e n t  i m a g e  t h a t  e m p h a s i z e s  t h e  a sy m m e t r y  b e twe e n  p e r p e t ra to r s  a n d
v i c t i m s  b u t  a l s o  b e c a u s e  t h i s  a sy m m e t r y  i s  d e e p e n e d  by  t h e  s m i l e s  o f  t h e  p e r p e t ra to r s?
T h e s e  p i c t u re s  l e n d  t h e m s e l ve s  we l l  to  b e i n g  rea c t i va te d  i n  d i f f e re n t  o r  i n  l a te r  h i s to r i c a l
co n tex t s ,  a s  m ea n i n g f u l  re fe re n ce s  to  i n g ro u p  s u f fe r i n g  a n d  o u tg ro u p  b i a s .  T h ey  a l s o  l e n d
t h e m s e l ve s  to  reve r s i n g  t h e  a sy m m e t r i c a l  re l a t i o n s h i p  ex p re s s e d  i n  t h e  p h o to g ra p h s ,
d e ny i n g  t h e  p e r p e t ra to r s  t h e i r  h u m a n i ty  o r  p o r t ray i n g  t h e m  a s  i n h u m a n e  a n d
i n co m p re h e n s i b l e .

A s  m e n t i o n e d  a b ove ,  m o s t  p i c t u re s  a n d  v i d e o  fo o t a g e  a re  c rea te d  by  t h o s e  b e l o n g i n g  to  t h e
p e r p e t ra to r  g ro u p.  S o m e t i m e s ,  p i c t u re s  a n d  v i d e o s  a re  d e s i g n e d  to  tea s e  o r  s h o c k .  A t  o t h e r
t i m e s ,  t h ey  a i m  to  d e m o n s t ra te  to  t h e  h o m e  f ro n t  w h a t  t h e  wa r r i o r s  d o  to  t h e  d e s p i s e d
e n e my.  I n te r p re t a t i o n s  o f  l a u g h i n g  p e r p e t ra to r s  s h ow  s t ro n g  p o s i t i o n a l i t i e s ,  d i s i d e n t i f y i n g
w i t h  t h e  p e r p e t ra to r ’s  e m o t i o n s  a n d  a c t i o n s ,  w h i c h  ea s i l y  l ea d s  to  t h e  d e h u m a n i z a t i o n  o f  t h e
p e r p e t ra to r  a n d  b l o c ks  u n d e r s t a n d i n g .  H oweve r ,  t h i s  i co n i c  d e h u m a n i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  l a u g h i n g
p e r p e t ra to r  n o t  o n l y  my s t i f i e s  p e r s p e c t i ve s  o n  w h a t  v i o l e n ce  i s  a n d  h ow  to  p reve n t  i t  b u t
a l s o  r i s ks  c o n t r i b u t i n g  to  t h e  s a m e  b i n a r y  i n te r p re t a t i o n  a n d  d e h u m a n i z i n g  d y n a m i c s  t h a t
m i g h t  h ave  c rea te d  t h e  s e tt i n g  i n  w h i c h  t h e  p e r p e t ra to r  l a u g h e d .  Ta k i n g  e m o t i o n s  s e r i o u s l y ,
re c o g n i z i n g  t h e m ,  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t h e m  i s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  s te p  to  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  v i o l e n ce
a n d  p o s s i b l y  to  p reve n t i n g  i t .  A f te r  a l l ,  t h e  e m o t i o n  o f  b e i n g  c h e e r f u l  a t  a n o t h e r ’s  m i s fo r t u n e
i s ,  a s  we  h ave  s e e n ,  a n  a l l  to o  h u m a n  e m o t i o n .
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Absence of Violence
in Perpetrator
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BY HEIDI  MOGSTAD AND EVA VAN ROEKEL

A n t h ro p o l o g i s t s  h ave  t ra d i t i o n a l l y  c o n c e n t ra te d  o n  t h e  v i c t i m s  o f  wa r  a n d  v i o l e n c e :  t h o s e
ex p o s e d  to  i n j u s t i c e ,  s u f fe r i n g ,  a n d  l o s s — p e o p l e  we  c a n  ea s i l y  sy m p a t h i ze  w i t h ,  a n d
s o m e t i m e s  eve n  s e e k  to  a d vo c a te  f o r .  I n  t h i s  co nve r s a t i o n ,  H e i d i  M o g s t a d  s p ea ks  w i t h  Eva
va n  R o e ke l  a b o u t  h e r  u n c o nve n t i o n a l  re s ea rc h  o n  wa r  p e r p e t ra to r s  i n  A rg e n t i n a — i n d i v i d u a l s
i n d i c te d  f o r  c r i m e s  a g a i n s t  h u m a n i ty  c o m m i tte d  d u r i n g  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  “ D i r ty  Wa r ”  ( 1 9 74 – 1 9 8 3 ) ,
a  p e r i o d  o f  s t a te  te r ro r i s m  i n  w h i c h  m i l i t a r y  fo rc e s  a n d  d ea t h  s q u a d s  t a rg e te d  p o l i t i c a l
d i s s i d e n t s ,  l e f t -w i n g  a c t i v i s t s ,  a n d  s o c i a l i s t s .

T h e  d i s c u s s i o n ,  o r i g i n a l l y  re c o rd e d  a s  a  p o d c a s t  i n te r v i ew  i n  Au g u s t  2 0 2 5 ,  h a s  b e e n
s h o r te n e d  a n d  l i g h t l y  e d i te d  f o r  c l a r i ty .  I t  fo re g ro u n d s  b o t h  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  e n g a g i n g
w i t h  p e r p e t r a to r s  a n d  t h e  e t h i c a l  a n d  m e t h o d o l o g i c a l  d i l e m m a s  s u c h  wo r k  e n t a i l s .  A t  t h e
s a m e  t i m e ,  i t  s h ow s  h ow  p e r p e t ra to r s ’  p e r s p e c t i ve s  m ay  c o m p l i c a te  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e o r i e s  a n d
u n s e tt l e  o u r  m o ra l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  a s s u m p t i o n s .

Heid i  Mogsta d  (HM) :  Eva ,  w h a t  l e d  yo u  to
s t u d y  p e r p e t ra to r s?

Eva  van  Roekel  (EvR) :  I n  t r u t h ,  i t  wa s  n o t
rea l l y  my  i n i t i a l  i d ea .  I  h a d  a p p l i e d  fo r  a
P h D  p o s i t i o n  i n  a  p ro j e c t  o n  t r a n s i t i o n a l
j u s t i c e  a n d  re t r i b u t i o n  i n  A rg e n t i n a ,
w h e re  p a r t  o f  my  ro l e  wa s  to  fo l l ow  t h e
t r i a l s  fo r  c r i m e s  a g a i n s t  h u m a n i ty .
H oweve r ,  t h e  fo c u s  a n d  a p p ro a c h  we re
l a rg e l y  u p  to  m e ,  a n d  ea r l y  o n  I  d e c i d e d
t h a t  I  wa n te d  to  e n g a g e  w i t h  “ b o t h  s i d e s ”
–  t h a t  i s ,  b o t h  p e r p e t ra to r s  a n d  v i c t i m s .
O f  co u r s e ,  we  k n ow  t h a t  t h e  b o u n d a r i e s
b e twe e n  p e r p e t ra to r s ,  v i c t i m s ,  a n d
by s t a n d e r s  a re  r a re l y  c l ea r  c u t  i n  p r a c t i c e ,
b u t  h e re  I  u s e d  t h e  c a te g o r i e s  e s t a b l i s h e d
by  t h e  j u d i c i a l  sy s te m  a n d  p ro s e c u to r s  i n
A rg e n t i n a .  S o ,  I  wo r ke d  w i t h  t h a t  b i n a r y
a n d  d e c i d e d  to  ex p l o re  h ow  b o t h  s i d e s
d e f i n e d  a n d  ex p e r i e n ce d  j u s t i ce  fo r  t h e
c r i m e s  co m m i tte d .

HM :  A n t h ro p o l o g i s t s  o f te n  fo c u s  o n
v i c t i m s  o f  wa r  a n d  i n j u s t i ce  –  p e o p l e ,  we
p e r h a p s  f i n d  i t  ea s i e r  to  l i ke  o r  e m p a t h i z e
w i t h  –  ra t h e r  t h a n  p e r p e t r a to r s  o f
v i o l e n ce .  W hy  d o  yo u  t h i n k  i t  i s  i m p o r t a n t
to  a l s o  i n co r p o ra te  p e r p e t ra to r s  i n to
a n t h ro p o l o g i c a l  e n q u i r y ?

EvR :  T h e  s h o r t  a n swe r  i s  t h a t  v i o l e n t  a c t s
ex i s t  n o t  o n l y  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  p e o p l e  w h o
s u f fe r  t h e m ,  b u t  a l s o  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  p e o p l e
w h o  co m m i t  t h e m .  V i o l e n c e  i s  re l a t i o n a l .  S o ,
i f  we  wa n t  to  s t u d y  v i o l e n c e ,  we  c a n n o t
i g n o re  p e r p e t ra to r s .  I n  my  p a r t i c u l a r  c a s e ,
t h e re  h a d  a l rea d y  b e e n  yea r s  o f  i m p o r t a n t
s t u d i e s  o n  t h e  v i c t i m s  o f  t h e  A rg e n t i n e  wa r ,
a n d  I  d i d n ’ t  f e e l  I  h a d  m u c h  to  a d d  t h e re .  I n
co n t ra s t ,  o p e n i n g  t h e  “ b l a c k  b ox ”  o f  t h e
p e r p e t ra to r s  a l l owe d  m e  to  s t u d y  n o t  o n l y
w h o  t h ey  we re  a n d  w h a t  m o t i va te d  t h e m ,
b u t  a l s o  h ow  t h ey  v i ewe d  a n d  j u s t i f i e d  t h e i r
ow n  a c t i o n s  yea r s  l a te r ,  a n d  h ow  t h ey  l i ve d
w i t h  t h e s e  ex p e r i e n c e s .  A s  yo u  s a i d ,  i t  i s
o f te n  ea s i e r  to  re l a te  to  v i c t i m s  o f  v i o l e n ce ,
w h e rea s  I  b e l i eve  i t  i s  m u c h  h a rd e r  to
i m a g i n e  a n d  a f f e c t i ve l y  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
s t a n d p o i n t  o f  p e r p e t r a to r s .  A n d  p e r h a p s
p re c i s e l y  fo r  t h i s  rea s o n ,  i t  i s  e s s e n t i a l  to
ex p l o re  t h e i r  wo r l d v i ew s  a n d  b r i n g  t h e i r
p e r s p e c t i ve s  i n to  d e b a te s  a n d  t h e o r i e s .  I n
s o m e  way s  i t  i s  a n  e f fo r t  to  m a ke  t h e
p e r p e t ra to r s  “o u r s , ”  ra t h e r  t h a n  re p ro d u c i n g
t h e  m o ra l  o t h e r i n g  s o  co m m o n  i n  p o s t -
co n f l i c t  s o c i e t i e s .  I  t h i n k  m a ny  o rd i n a r y
p e o p l e  a n d  c i v i l i a n s  p re fe r  to  l eave  wa r
p e r p e t ra to r s  a s  “ t h e  o t h e r ”  a n d  avo i d  t r y i n g
to  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e m ,  b u t  a s  re s ea rc h e r s ,  I
b e l i eve  we  s h o u l d  t a ke  o n  t h a t  c h a l l e n g e .
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HM :  I  a g re e  w i t h  yo u .  H oweve r ,  n o t
eve r yo n e  b e l i eve s  i t  i s  e t h i c a l l y  r i g h t  o r
a p p ro p r i a te  to  c e n te r  o u r  re s ea rc h  o n
p e r p e t ra to r s ,  a s  i f  t h i s  s o m e h ow  “g i ve s
t h e m  vo i c e ”  o r  a tte n t i o n  t h ey  d o  n o t
d e s e r ve .  D i d  yo u  fa c e  a ny  n e g a t i ve
rea c t i o n s?

EvR :  S o m e  p e o p l e  t h i n k  t h a t  t r y i n g  to
u n d e r s t a n d  p e r p e t ra to r s  i s  a  s l i p p e r y
s l o p e  towa rd s  j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  S o ,  w h e n  I
t a l ke d  o r  w ro te  a b o u t  p e r p e t r a to r s ,  t h e re
we re  s o m e  w h o  a s s u m e d  I  wa s  t r y i n g  to
j u s t i f y  t h e i r  a c t i o n s .  I  d i s a g re e d ,  o f
co u r s e ,  w i t h  t h e i r  a c t i o n s ,  b u t  I  h ave
b e co m e  ve r y  co n s c i o u s  o f  t h i s  p e rc e p t i o n ,
a l m o s t  a  re f l ex  to  e q u a l  u n d e r s t a n d i n g
w i t h  j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  

HM :  T h a t ’s  u n d e r s t a n d a b l e .  We  s e e  t h i s
m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g  to d ay  a s  we l l ,  w h e n
re s ea rc h e r s  t r y i n g  to  ex p l a i n  H a m a s ’s
a tt a c k  o n  I s r a e l  o n  7  O c to b e r  a re  a cc u s e d
o f  j u s t i f y i n g  o r  t r i v i a l i z i n g  i t .  I t  c a n  b e
ve r y  u n c o m f o r t a b l e — eve n  m i n d - b l ow i n g
— b e c a u s e ,  a s  re s ea rc h e r s ,  we  a re  t r a i n e d
to  h i s to r i c i ze  a n d  c o n tex t u a l i z e  eve n t s ,
w h e t h e r  o r  n o t  we  f i n d  t h e m  a c c e p t a b l e
o r  h o r r i f y i n g .  Ye t  i n  to d ay ’s  p o l i t i c a l l y
p o l a r i ze d  e nv i ro n m e n t ,  c e r t a i n  e f f o r t s  to
ex p l a i n  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d  a re  d e e m e d
w ro n g  o r  i n a p p ro p r i a te .  I  t h i n k  t h i s
s o m e t i m e s  revea l s  o u r  s o c i e t i e s ’  m o r a l
a n d  p o l i t i c a l  b l i n d  s p o t s .  H oweve r ,  i t  m ay
a l s o  s te m  f ro m  a  f u n d a m e n t a l  co n f u s i o n
b e twe e n  sy m p a t hy  o r  s u p p o r t ,  o n  t h e  o n e
h a n d ,  a n d  e m p a t hy  a s  a  m e t h o d o l o g i c a l
to o l  fo r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  o n  t h e  o t h e r .
.  

EvR :  O n e  o f  t h e  t h i n g s  I ’ ve  a rg u e d  i s  t h a t
e m p a t hy  i s  n o t  e n t i re l y  i n  o u r  ow n  h a n d s .  I t
d e p e n d s  o n  t h e  d y n a m i c  b e twe e n  yo u  a n d
t h e  o t h e r  p e r s o n ,  a n d  t h a t  d y n a m i c  i s  i t s e l f
p a r t  o f  a  w i d e r  s o c i a l  f i e l d .  I  a l s o  wo n d e r
w h e t h e r  we  i d ea l i ze  e m p a t hy  a  l i t t l e  to o
m u c h .  I  d o n ’ t  k n ow  i f  I  wa s  a l way s  a b l e  to
e m p a t h i z e  f u l l y  w i t h  t h e  A rg e n t i n i a n
p e r p e t ra to r s ,  b u t  I  t r i e d .  A n d  o n e  t h i n g  I
co u l d  rea l l y  u n d e r s t a n d  wa s  t h e i r  d e s i re  to
“ l o o k  away, ”  a s  t h ey  c a l l e d  i t  –  n o t  to  rev i s i t
t h e  a t ro c i t i e s .  I  c o u l d  e m p a t h i z e  w i t h  t h a t .
A t  t i m e s ,  w i t h  v i c t i m s ,  I  fe l t  f r u s t ra te d  t h a t
t h ey  d i d  t h e  o p p o s i te :  ke e p i n g  a t ro c i t i e s
a l i ve ,  a l l ow i n g  t h e m  to  re m a i n  p re s e n t  i n
d a i l y  l i f e .  To  m e ,  t h a t  s e e m e d  s u c h  a  h a rd
p o s i t i o n  to  l i ve  w i t h .  O f  co u r s e ,  c h o o s i n g
n o t  to  l o o k  b a c k  a s  a  p e r p e t ra to r  i s
s o m e t h i n g  d i f fe re n t .  S t i l l ,  I  c o u l d  re l a te  to
t h i s  d e c i s i o n ,  a n d  I  a l s o  f o u n d  my s e l f  n o t
wa n t i n g  to  p u s h  t h e m  o n  t h o s e  to p i c s .  M o s t
o f  o u r  co nve r s a t i o n s  we re  n o t  a b o u t  t h e
a t ro c i t i e s .

EvR :  Ye s .  I ’ ve  w r i t te n  a  l o t
a b o u t  e m p a t hy,  a n d  t h e
n e ce s s i ty  o f  b u i l d i n g
ra p p o r t  w i t h  p e o p l e  yo u
s t u d y,  eve n  w h e n  t h ey  a re
p e r p e t ra to r s  o f  te r r i b l e
c r i m e s .  O f  co u r s e ,  t h i s
ra i s e s  d i l e m m a s  –  f o r
i n s t a n c e  a b o u t  w h i c h
s to r i e s  a n d  p e r s p e c t i ve s
yo u  s h a re  a n d  w i t h  w h o m .  I
e n co u n te re d  s o m e  o f  t h e s e
d i l e m m a s  re c e n t l y  w h e n  I
m a d e  a  fea t u re  l e n g t h
d o c u m e n t a r y  a b o u t  two
A rg e n t i n i a n  b ro t h e r s ,  b o t h
p e r p e t ra to r s ,  a n d  h a d  to
t h i n k  c a re f u l l y  a b o u t  w h a t  I
co u l d  s h ow  a n d  n o t  s h ow,
a n d  w hy.  Fo c u s i n g  o n
p e r p e t ra to r s  rea l l y  p u t s
e t h n o g ra p hy  i n  a  te n s e
p o s i t i o n .  Ye t  t h i s  i s  a l s o
w h e re  o u r  m e t h o d s  a n d  

t h e o r i e s  c a n  g row.  H e n c e ,  I  t h i n k  t h a t ’s
w h a t  we  s h o u l d  b e  d o i n g ,  eve n  i f  i t  co m e s  a t
a  co s t .

HM :  D o  yo u  t h i n k  t h e re  a re  a ny  l i m i t s  –
e t h i c a l  o r  o t h e r w i s e  –  to  t h e  a n t h ro p o l o g i c a l
q u e s t  fo r  e m p a t hy  w i t h  i n te r l o c u to r s  w h e n
t h ey  a re  p e r p e t r a to r s  o f  v i o l e n c e?  A n d  d i d
yo u  eve r  e n co u n te r  s u c h  l i m i t s?

Image :  St i l l  f rom the  f i lm “Fa l l ing”  by  Eva  van  Roekel

HM :  T h a t ’s  i n te re s t i n g .  I n  a  way,  i t  m ea n s
yo u  re s i s te d  t h e  ex p e c t a t i o n  t h a t
re s ea rc h e r s  s t u d y i n g  s o l d i e r s  o r
p e r p e t ra to r s  s h o u l d  a l way s  fo c u s  o n
v i o l e n ce  a n d  i t s  m o s t  s p e c t a c u l a r  fo r m s .  
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A n t h ro p o l o g i s t s  o f te n  c l a i m  t h a t  w h a t  we
d o  b e s t  –  a n d  d i f f e re n t l y  f ro m  o t h e r
d i s c i p l i n e s  –  i s  to  f o c u s  o n  t h e  eve r yd ay
a n d  t h e  o rd i n a r y.  B u t  w i t h  re s ea rc h  o n
s o l d i e r s  a n d  p e r p e t ra to r s ,  I  t h i n k  we
s o m e t i m e s  fo rg e t  t h i s .  W h e n  I ’ ve  to l d
co l l ea g u e s  I  s t u d y  s o l d i e r s  a n d  wa r
ve te ra n s ,  t h ey  o f te n  a s s u m e  I  f o c u s
p r i m a r i l y  o n  t h e i r  ex p e r i e n c e  o f  v i o l e n c e
–  a l m o s t  a s  i f  i t ’ s  ex p e c te d .  I  d i d  l o o k  a t
v i o l e n ce ,  b u t  i t  wa s n ’ t  a t  t h e  c e n te r  o f
my  re s ea rc h ,  j u s t  a s  i t  wa s n ’ t  a l way s
ce n t ra l  to  t h e i r  ex p e r i e n c e  o f  wa r .

EvR :  Exa c t l y .  M y  c o l l ea g u e s  o f te n  fo u n d
i t  s t r a n g e  t h a t  I  d i d n ’ t  fo c u s  o n  v i o l e n c e
a n d  a s ke d  w h a t  e l s e  I  wa s  d o i n g  w i t h
t h e m  –  a s  i f  t h e re  we re  n o t h i n g  e l s e
wo r t h  s t u d y i n g .  B u t  a s  yo u  s a i d ,  p e o p l e
h ave  m a ny  ex p e r i e n c e s  o f  wa r  t h a t  a re
n o t  a b o u t  co m m i tt i n g  o r  w i t n e s s i n g
v i o l e n ce .  A n d  t h o s e  ex p e r i e n c e s  m ay  n o t
b e  ce n t ra l  to  t h e i r  p re s e n t  l i ve s  e i t h e r .
S t i l l ,  v i o l e n ce  wa s  a l way s  a  k i n d  o f
“ a b s e n t  p re s e n c e ”  i n  my  co nve r s a t i o n s  –
i t  l i n g e re d  i n  t h e  b a c kg ro u n d  eve n  w h e n
n o t  d i s c u s s e d  ex p l i c i t l y .  I  t h i n k  i t ’ s
p ro b l e m a t i c  t h a t  m a ny  a s s u m e  t h e  o n l y
rea s o n  to  s t u d y  s u c h  p e o p l e  i s  t h e i r  a c t s
o f  v i o l e n ce .  Pe o p l e  o f te n  a s ke d  m e  i f  I
re f l e c te d  o n  w h e t h e r  I  wo u l d  b e  c a p a b l e
o f  d o i n g  s u c h  t h i n g s  my s e l f .  I  s a i d  I
d i d n ’ t  k n ow,  b u t  I  b e l i eve  eve r yo n e  i s
c a p a b l e  o f  te r r i b l e  a c t s .  Fo r  m e ,  t h e  m o re
i n te re s t i n g  q u e s t i o n  wa s  h ow  s u c h  a c t s
m a r k  s o m e o n e ’s  l i f e  i n  t h e  a f te r m a t h .

HM :  Ye s ,  a n d  i t ’ s  i m p o r t a n t  to
u n d e r s t a n d  h ow  p e r p e t ra to r s  m a ke  s e n s e
o f  t h e i r  a c t i o n s .  I n  my  re s ea rc h  w i t h
s o l d i e r s  w h o  h ave  co m m i tte d  v i o l e n ce  –
o c c a s i o n a l l y  k i l l i n g  i n  b a tt l e  –  t h ey  o f te n
re l a te  to  v i o l e n c e  i n  way s  ve r y  d i f f e re n t
f ro m  t h e  m o r a l  f ra m ewo r ks  m a ny
c i v i l i a n s ,  i n c l u d i n g  a n t h ro p o l o g i s t s ,  t a ke
fo r  g r a n te d .  L i ke  yo u  s a i d  ea r l i e r ,  i t ’ s
c r u c i a l  to  b r i n g  t h e i r  v i ew s  o u t  o f  t h e
b l a c k  b ox .  To o  o f te n  p e o p l e ,  eve n
co l l ea g u e s ,  a c t  a s  i f  we  a l rea d y  k n ow
w h a t  s u c h  p e o p l e  a re  l i ke  a n d  p l a c e
t h e m  i n  s i m p l i s t i c  c a te g o r i e s  –  w h i c h
m a ke s  s t u d y i n g  t h e m  s e e m  u n n e ce s s a r y.

A n o t h e r  i n te re s t i n g  a s p e c t  o f  s t u d y i n g
t h o s e  w h o  co m m i t  v i o l e n ce  i s  h ow  t h ey
m ay  c h a l l e n g e  o u r  ow n  m o ra l  a n d
p o l i t i c a l  p re s u p p o s i t i o n s  a b o u t  g u i l t  a n d
re s p o n s i b i l i ty .  Fo r  exa m p l e ,  i n  a n
i n te r v i ew  w i t h  a  N o r we g i a n  A fg h a n i s t a n
ve te ra n  A ,  I  p u s h e d  h i m  to  re f l e c t  o n  h i s
re s p o n s i b i l i ty ,  h av i n g  fo u g h t  i n  w h a t
m a ny  c o n s i d e r  a  p ro b l e m a t i c  a n d
m ea n i n g l e s s  wa r ,  a n d  h av i n g  s e r ve d

a l o n g s i d e  A m e r i c a n  t ro o p s  g u i l ty  o f  wa r
c r i m e s .  I  a s ke d  i f  h e  fe l t  c o m p l i c i t ,  a n d  h e
re p l i e d :  “ O f  co u r s e ,  I  h ave  b l o o d  o n  my
h a n d s  –  b u t  s o  d o  yo u . ”  H e  b a s i c a l l y  a rg u e d
t h a t  a l l  c i t i ze n s  o f  N o r way  we re  i m p l i c a te d
i n  t h e  wa r ,  a n d  t h a t  t h e  m o ra l  d i s t a n c e
b e twe e n  m e  a s  a  c i v i l i a n  i n  a  d e m o c ra c y
a n d  h i m  a s  a  s o l d i e r  wa s  i r re l eva n t .  N o t
eve r yo n e  w i l l  a g re e  w i t h  t h i s ,  b u t  fo r  m e
t h i s  co nve r s a t i o n  s h owe d  h ow  s u c h
p e r s p e c t i ve s  c a n  c h a l l e n g e  o u r  a s s u m p t i o n s
a b o u t  g u i l t  a n d  re s p o n s i b i l i ty  i n  i m p o r t a n t
way s .

EvR :  T h a t  re s o n a te s  w i t h  w h a t  A rg e n t i n i a n
ex- s o l d i e r s  to l d  m e  to o .  T h ey  e m p h a s i z e d
t h a t  t h ey  l i ve d  i n  a  d e m o c r a c y  a n d  we re
c a l l e d  u p o n  to  i n te r ve n e  –  “ we  fo l l owe d
o rd e r s , ”  “ we  d i d  w h a t  yo u  wa n te d ”  –  w i t h
“ yo u ”  b e i n g  s o c i e ty  a t  l a rg e .  W h e t h e r  o r  n o t
re s p o n s i b i l i ty  c a n  b e  e q u a te d  i n  t h a t  way,
I ’ m  n o t  s u re .  B u t  p e r h a p s  i t  i s n ’ t  u p  to  u s  to
p rov i d e  a  f i xe d  a n swe r .

HM :  T r u e .  I t ’ s  a  d i f f i c u l t  q u e s t i o n ,  b o t h
p o l i t i c a l l y  a n d  p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y .  B u t  a s
e t h n o g ra p h e r s ,  w h a t  we  c a n  d o  i s  s h ow  h ow
p e o p l e  re f l e c t  o n  i t ,  a n d  h ow  t h e i r  v i ew s  c a n
d i f fe r  a n d  eve n  c h a n g e  ove r  t i m e .

EvR :  Exa c t l y .  Q u e s t i o n s  o f  re s p o n s i b i l i ty  a n d
g u i l t  a re  a l way s  p re s e n t ,  eve n  i f  t h ey  a re  n o t
a l way s  m a d e  ex p l i c i t  i n  co nve r s a t i o n s .  A n d  I
t h i n k  i t ’ s  g o o d  t h a t  s o l d i e r s  a n d
p e r p e t ra to r s  t u r n  t h e  m i r ro r  b a c k  o n  u s ,
b e c a u s e  i t  i s  ea sy  to  t a ke  t h e  m o ra l  h i g h
g ro u n d  a n d  c l a i m  i n n o ce n c e .T h a t  ea s i l y
h a p p e n s  w h e n

“states  m on opol ize
v io len ce  through th e
Arm ed Forces ,  whi le
c iv i l ians  c la im th ey
have  n oth in g  to  do

with  i t .  In  rea l i ty,  i t ’s
murkier ”

–  we  a re  i m p l i c a te d  i n  v i o l e n c e  eve n  w h e n
we  a re  n o t  co m m i tt i n g  i t  d i re c t l y .  I n  my
ex p e r i e n c e ,  s o l d i e r s  o f te n  t i re  o f  b e i n g
s c a p e g o a te d ,  co n s t a n t l y  h av i n g  to  re m i n d
t h e  p u b l i c  t h a t  i t  i s n ’ t  s o  s i m p l e .  I n  my
wo r k  w i t h  two  A rg e n t i n i a n  b ro t h e r s ,  t h ey
a l s o  o f te n  re m i n d e d  m e  t h a t  I  co u l d n ’ t
f u l l y  u n d e r s t a n d  w h a t  t h ey  h a d  d o n e  a n d
ex p e r i e n c e d ,  b e c a u s e  I  wa s n ’ t  t h e re  –  o n
t h e  f ro n t l i n e  –  b e s i d e  t h e m .
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Image :  St i l l  f rom the  f i lm “Fa l l ing”  by  Eva  van  Roekel

HM :  I  re c o g n i ze  t h a t  a tt i t u d e  f ro m  my
ow n  wo r k  w i t h  s o l d i e r s  –  b u t  a l s o
h u m a n i t a r i a n  wo r ke r s  a c t u a l l y .  I n  s o m e
c a s e s ,  b e i n g  a n  o u t s i d e r  –  a n d
e s p e c i a l l y  s o m e o n e  w i t h o u t  a ny  m i l i t a r y
ex p e r i e n c e  –  m ay  b e  a  m e t h o d o l o g i c a l
c h a l l e n g e .  Wa s  i t  d i f f i c u l t  to  g e t
p e r p e t ra to r s  to  t a l k  to  yo u ?

EvR :  A t  t i m e s ,  ye s  –  e s p e c i a l l y  w h e n  I
t r i e d  to  m a ke  a  f i l m .  Wi t h  “ Pe p e , ”  o n e  o f
my  key  i n te r l o c u to r s ,  h e  n eve r  rea l l y
l i ke d  to  t a l k  a b o u t  t h e  c r i m e s  n o r  t h e
j u d i c i a l  p ro ce s s  i n  w h i c h  h e  h a d  b e e n
i m p l i c a te d .  L e t  a l o n e  t a l k  a b o u t  h i s
c r i m e s  o n  c a m e ra .  H e  p re fe r re d  to  t a l k
a b o u t  h i s  ex p e r i e n c e  o f  s kyd i v i n g .  H e
h a d  b e e n  a n  e l i te  p a r a t ro o p e r  a n d  t r u l y
e n j oye d  t h a t  p a r t  o f  h i s  m i l i t a r y  c a re e r .
T h e re fo re ,  I  h a d  to  m a ke  c o m p ro m i s e s
a n d  l e t  h i m  t a l k  a b o u t  w h a t  h e  wa n te d
to  re m e m b e r .  T h i s  d rew  re s i s t a n c e  f ro m
q u i te  s o m e  a c a d e m i c s  a n d  f u n d e r s ,  w h o
d i s a p p rove d  o f  t h a t  a n g l e .  

 T h ey  t h o u g h t  i t  wa s  u n e t h i c a l  to  g i ve  Pe p e
a n  o p e n  p l a t fo r m .  B u t  I  t h i n k  i t ’ s  i m p o r t a n t
to  re f l e c t  o n  h ow  a n t h ro p o l o g y  u s u a l l y  va l u e s
n o t  i m p o s i n g  to p i c s  o n  p a r t i c i p a n t s  a n d
i n s tea d  fo l l ow i n g  t h e i r  l ea d .  W h e n  t h e
p a r t i c i p a n t s  a re  p e r p e t ra to r s ,  t h i s  a p p ro a c h
b e co m e s  m o re  c o m p l ex ,  eve n
p ro b l e m a t i c Fo c u s i n g  o n  a  p e r p e t ra to r ’s
p o s i t i ve  ex p e r i e n c e  o f  s kyd i v i n g  wa s
p a r t i c u l a r l y  p ro b l e m a t i c  i n  A rg e n t i n a ,  w h e re
c r i m e s  i n c l u d e d  t h row i n g  p e o p l e  o u t  o f
p l a n e s .  I  k n ew  f ro m  t h e  s t a r t  i t  wa s  e t h i c a l l y
f ra u g h t .  B u t  f o c u s i n g  o n  s kyd i v i n g  g ave  m e
a n  o p e n i n g  –  a n d  a l l ow i n g  h i m  to  t a l k  f re e l y
a b o u t  t h e  ex p e r i e n ce s  h e  va l u e d  a n d
c h e r i s h e d  c rea te d  t r u s t  a n d  c l o s e n e s s .  H i s
o b s e s s i o n  w i t h  s kyd i v i n g  wa s  a l s o  s o m e t h i n g
I  c o u l d  t r y  to  m a ke  s e n s e  o f  a s  a  re s ea rc h e r .  I
t h i n k  i t  wo r ke d ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  f i l m ,  b e c a u s e
v i s u a l s  a l l ow  yo u  to  j u x t a p o s e  t h e  b ea u ty  o f
s kyd i v i n g  w i t h  t h e  e t h i c a l  d i s co m fo r t .
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I n  co n t r a s t ,  z o o m i n g  i n  o n  p l ea s u re  a n d  f u n  –  re c o g n i z i n g  t h e s e  a s  ve r y  h u m a n  a s p e c t s  o f  l i fe
t h a t  we  a l l  s e e k  i n  d i f fe re n t  way s  a n d  i n te n s i t i e s  –  o p e n s  u p  a  m o re  n u a n ce d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g
o f  p e r p e t ra to r s  a n d  t h e i r  ex p e r i e n c e s  o f  wa r  o r  v i o l e n c e .  I t  a l s o  a l l ow s  u s  to  h u m a n i ze  t h e m
a g a i n ,  a n d  to  s e e  t h e m  a s  m o re  o rd i n a r y  p e o p l e  l i v i n g  t h e i r  l i ve s  n o t  to o  d i f fe re n t l y  f ro m  t h e
re s t  o f  u s .  
 

EvR :  I  t h i n k  p l ea s u re  a n d  f u n  a re  p a r t  o f  l i fe ,  a n d  t h e re fo re  a l s o  p a r t  o f  m i l i t a r y  l i fe .  Fo r  s o m e
p e o p l e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  c i v i l i a n s ,  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  to  a c ce p t  t h a t  t h e re  c a n  b e  p l ea s u re  i n  s o m e t h i n g
we  p re f e r  to  s e e  a s  d e s t r u c t i ve  a n d  w ro n g .  B u t  i f  we  d o n ’ t  a l l ow  o u r s e l ve s  to  e n g a g e  w i t h
t h e s e  d i m e n s i o n s  o f  m i l i t a r y  ex p e r i e n c e ,  i t  b e co m e s  h a rd  to  i m a g i n e  w hy  p e o p l e  s i g n  u p  to
j o i n  t h e  a r my  o r  p a r t i c i p a te  i n  wa r fa re .  I t  i s  to o  ea sy  to  re d u ce  t h e m  to  l u n a t i c s  w h o  e n j oy
v i o l e n ce .  A  l o t  o f  d o c u m e n t a r i e s  a n d  eve n  a c a d e m i c  wo r k  s t i l l  a p p ro a c h  m i l i t a r i e s  o r
p e r p e t ra to r s  a s  s a d i s t s ,  c o m p l e te  l u n a t i c s ,  o r  v i c t i m s - t u r n e d - p e r p e t ra to r s  a f te r  t ra u m a t i z i n g
ex p e r i e n c e s  i n  t h e i r  c h i l d h o o d .  T h i n k i n g  t h i s  way  m i g h t  fe e l  co m fo r t a b l e ,  b u t  I  b e l i eve  i t
“o t h e r s ”  t h e m ,  ra t h e r  t h a n  t rea t i n g  t h e m  a s  f u l l  h u m a n  b e i n g s  w i t h  a l l  o u r  co m p l ex i t i e s  a n d
p o te n t i a l i t i e s .

I n  a  s e n s e ,  s kyd i v i n g  b e c a m e  p e r h a p s  t h e  o n l y  way  to  s u i t a b l y  c o nvey  t h e  a b s e n ce /p re s e n ce
o f  v i o l e n ce  i n  my  f i e l d wo r k  w i t h  t h e  m i l i t a r y  i n  A rg e n t i n a .  V i ewe r s  m i g h t  s e e  s t u n n i n g
fo o t a g e  o f  f l i g h t ,  b u t  t h ey  a l rea d y  k n ow  a b o u t  t h e  a t ro c i t i e s  –  p o l i t i c a l  p r i s o n e r s  k i l l e d  by
b e i n g  t h row n  f ro m  p l a n e s  –  s o  t h o s e  i m a g e s  c a r r y  a  d i s t u r b i n g  ex t ra  l aye r ,  a  k i n d  o f  “ p re s e n t
a b s e n ce . ”

HM :  T h e  a t ro c i t i e s  a re  n o t  s h ow n ,  b u t  t h ey  a re  a l way s  t h e re ,  I  s e e  …  T h i s  a l s o  i l l u s t ra te s  h ow
t u r n i n g  to  v i s u a l  o r  m o re  ex p e r i m e n t a l  m e t h o d s  s o m e t i m e s  a l l ow s  e t h n o g ra p h e r s  to
co m m u n i c a te  m o o d s  a n d  a m b i va l e n c e s  m u c h  m o re  p owe r f u l l y  t h a n  tex t .  I  wa n t  to  e n d  o u r
co nve r s a t i o n  by  a s k i n g  a  b ro a d e r  q u e s t i o n ,  w h i c h  yo u  i n  s o m e  way s  h ave  a l rea d y  to u c h e d
u p o n  ea r l i e r .  A s  yo u  k n ow,  T h o m a s  R a n d r u p  Pe d e r s e n  a n d  I  a re  e d i t i n g  a  s p e c i a l  i s s u e  o n
p l ea s u re s  i n  wa r ,  w h e re  yo u  a re  a l s o  co n t r i b u t i n g .  W h a t  ro l e  d o  p l ea s u re  a n d  f u n  p l ay  i n
wa r fa re ,  a n d  w hy  s h o u l d  we  fo c u s  o n  s u c h  p o s i t i ve  ex p e r i e n c e s  a n d  e m o t i o n s  i n  o u r
re s ea rc h?  

S o  ye s ,  I  t h i n k  b o t h  f u n  a n d  p l ea s u re  a re  p a r t  o f  m i l i t a r y  l i fe ,  a n d  b e c a u s e  o f  t h a t ,  t h ey  a re
wo r t h  s t u d y i n g .  B u t  I  d o  t h i n k  yo u  n e e d  to  b e  e t h i c a l l y  a r m o re d ,  s o  to  s p ea k ,  a n d  p re p a re d
fo r  c r i t i q u e  –  b e c a u s e  yo u  w i l l  re ce i ve  i t .  A n d  t h e n  yo u  n e e d  to  h ave  a  c l ea r  s to r y  o f  w hy  yo u
a re  d o i n g  t h i s  re s ea rc h ,  a n d  w hy  i t  m a tte r s .
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T h i s  tex t  i s  t h e  t ra n s c r i p t  o f  a n  e p i s o d e  o f  t h e  WA R F U N  Po d ca s t .  I t  h a s  b e e n  e d i te d  f o r
c l a r i ty .

I n  t h i s  e p i s o d e ,  Eva  J o h a i s  d i s c u s s e s  w i t h  C h r i s to p h e r  B row n i n g  a n d  J a m e s  B ra s s e tt  w h a t  a
fo c u s  o n  h u m o r  revea l s  a b o u t  i n te r n a t i o n a l  p o l i t i c s .  Wi t h  ( i n te r n a t i o n a l )  p o l i t i c s  i n c rea s i n g l y
b e co m i n g  a  s i te  o f  ‘ co m e d i f i c a t i o n ’ ,  t h ey  m a ke  co m p e l l i n g  a rg u m e n t s  w hy  h u m o r  s h o u l d  b e
t a ke n  s e r i o u s l y .  B e  i t  i t s  f u n c t i o n  a s  a  m e c h a n i s m  o f  a n x i e ty  m a n a g e m e n t ,  a  to o l  o f  b o t h
g ove r n a n c e  a n d  re s i s t a n ce ,  o r  i t s  ro l e  i n  co n s t i t u t i n g  p o l i t i c a l  c o m m u n i ty,  a  fo c u s  o n  h u m o r
s h e d s  l i g h t  o n  b o t h  h i g h  p o l i t i c s  a n d  t h e  p o l i t i c s  o f  t h e  eve r yd ay.  Co n s i d e r i n g  t h e
d i f fe re n t i a l  ro l e  o f  h u m o r  i n  t h e  R u s s i a - U k r a i n e  wa r  a n d  t h e  co n f l i c t  ove r  G a z a  t h ey  p o i n t  o u t
t h e  c o n s t i t u t i ve  ro l e  o f  h u m o r  i n  ea c h  c a s e .  W hy,  fo r  w h o m  a n d  w i t h  w h a t  co n s e q u e n c e s  h a s
o n e  o f  t h e s e  c o n f l i c t s  b e e n  m o re  ‘ f u n ’  t h a n  t h e  o t h e r ?

 
Jam es  Brassett  i s  R ea d e r  i n  I n te r n a t i o n a l  Po l i t i c a l  E co n o my  a t  t h e  U n i ve r s i ty  o f  Wa r w i c k ,
U K .

Chr is toph er  Brownin g  i s  R ea d e r  o f  Po l i t i c s  a n d  I n te r n a t i o n a l  S t u d i e s  a t  t h e  U n i ve r s i ty  o f
Wa r w i c k ,  U K .

Eva  Joha is  i s  a  S e n i o r  R e s ea rc h e r  a t  t h e  C h r .  M i c h e l s e n  I n s t i t u te ,  N o r way.  S h e  i s  p a r t  o f  t h e
WA R F U N  p ro j e c t  tea m .  

Eva  Joha is  (EJ ) : I  i nv i te d  yo u  to  t h e
WA R F U N  Po d c a s t  b e c a u s e  i t ' s  fa i r  to  s ay
t h a t  t h e  two  o f  yo u  a re  va n g u a rd s  o f  t h e
s t u d y  o f  h u m o r  i n  t h e  d i s c i p l i n e  o f
i n te r n a t i o n a l  re l a t i o n s .  A n d  t h e re fo re ,  I
wo u l d  l i ke  to  s t a r t  w i t h  a  s i m p l e
q u e s t i o n :  H ow  d i d  yo u  d i s cove r  h u m o r
a s  a  to p i c  o f  a c a d e m i c  i n q u i r y ?  S o
m ay b e  yo u  c o u l d  a n swe r  i n  t u r n  o r  d i d
yo u  d i s cove r  i t  eve n  to g e t h e r ?  ( . . . )

Chr is toph er  Brownin g (CB) :  N o t
to g e t h e r .  ( . . . )

Jam es  Brassett  ( JB) :  S o ,  I  t h i n k  t h e
b o r i n g  a n swe r  i s :  I ' ve  b e e n  s t u d y i n g
B r i t i s h  co m e d y  i n  my  wo r k  o n  re s i s t a n ce
fo r  s eve ra l  yea r s  n ow.  A n d  C h r i s  s t u d i e s
t h e m e s  o f  g l o b a l  p o l i t i c s  a n d
o n to l o g i c a l  s e c u r i ty .  A n d  we

t h o u g h t  i t  wo u l d  b e  i n te re s t i n g  to  p u t
t h e  two  to p i c s  to g e t h e r  a n d  s e e  w h a t
h a p p e n e d .  I  t h i n k  t h e  m o re  exc i t i n g
a n swe r  i s :  i t  a l l  s t a r te d  o n e  n i g h t  i n  a
p u b  ove r  o n e  o r  two  p i n t s .  A n d  w h a t
wa s  g o i n g  o n  a t  t h e  t i m e  wa s  t h e re
wa s  a  k i n d  o f  a  c r i s i s  m o m e n t  i n
re s p o n s e  to  t h e  B a t a c l a n  te r ro r i s t
a tt a c k  i n  Pa r i s .  A n d  t h a t  wa s  a n  a tt a c k
t h a t  wa s  b e i n g  co n s t r u c te d  a s  a  c r i s i s
fo r  Fr a n c e ,  o bv i o u s l y ,  fo r  t h e  Fre n c h
way  o f  l i fe ,  b u t  a l s o  fo r  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i n
E u ro p e  m o re  b ro a d l y .  ( . )  A n d  C h r i s  wa s
a t  t h e  t i m e  wo r k i n g  a ro u n d  s o m e  i d ea s
a b o u t  t h e  Fre n c h  re s p o n s e  to  t h a t  a n d
t h e  a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  Fre n c h  way s  o f  l i fe
i n  re s p o n s e  to  te r ro r i s m .  
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A n d  h e  wa s  l o o k i n g  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  a t  a
m e m e  c a l l e d  ‘ J e  s u i s  e n  te r ra s s e ’ .  T h i s
b a s i c a l l y  i nvo l ve d  Fre n c h  p e o p l e  s ay i n g
we  w i l l  g o  a n d  we  w i l l  e n j oy  o u r  c a fe
c u l t u re  a n d  we  w i l l  co n t i n u e  o u r  way  o f
l i fe .  A n d  i n  t h i s  f e r m e n t ,  we  n o t i c e d
t h a t  a t  t h e  g l o b a l  l eve l  a n d  v i a  s o c i a l
m e d i a ,  t h e re  we re  a  n u m b e r  o f
p ro m i n e n t  m o m e n t s  o f  co m e d y  t h a t
we re  ex p re s s i n g  s o l i d a r i ty  w i t h  Fra n ce' s
re s p o n s e  to  t h e  c r i s i s .  A n d  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,
ra t h e r  fa m o u s l y  a t  t h e  t i m e ,  J o h n  O l i ve r
h a d  a  ve r y  k i n d  o f  v i t r i o l i c  re s p o n s e  to
t h e  B a t a c l a n  m a s s a c re ,  w h i c h  -  I  w i l l  s ay
fo r  l i s te n e r s  -  d o e s  i n c l u d e  o n e  o r  two
swea r  wo rd s ,  o f  w h i c h  I ' m  j u s t  g o i n g  to
rea d  t h e  b i g  b i t  t h a t  wa s  c i rc u l a te d  a n d
we n t  v i ra l .  A n d  h e  s a i d :  ‘ F ra n c e  i s  g o i n g
to  e n d u re .  A n d  I ' l l  te l l  yo u  w hy.  I f  yo u ' re
i n  a  wa r  o f  c u l t u re  a n d  l i fe s ty l e  w i t h
Fra n ce ,  g o o d  f u c k i n g  l u c k .  G o  a h ea d ,
b r i n g  yo u r  b a n k r u p t  i d e o l o g y.  T h ey ' l l
b r i n g  J ea n - Pa u l  S a r t re ,  E d i t h  Pi a f ,  f i n e
w i n e ,  G a u l o i s e s  c i g a re tte s ,  C a m u s ,
C a m e m b e r t ,  M a d e l e i n e s ,  m a c a ro o n s  a n d
t h e  f u c k i n g  c ro q u e m b o u c h e .  Yo u  j u s t
b ro u g h t  a  p h i l o s o p hy  o f  r i g o ro u s  s e l f -
a b n e g a t i o n  to  a  p a s t r y  f i g h t ,  my  f r i e n d . ’
A n d  we  l i ke d  t h i s  k i n d  o f  i n te r ve n t i o n ,
f i r s t l y ,  b e c a u s e  we  rea l i ze d  i t  re s o n a te d
g l o b a l l y .  L o t s  o f  p e o p l e  f e l t  ve r y
e n e rg i ze d  by  i t ,  p a s s i o n a te  i n  re l a t i o n  to
i t ,  i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  Fra n ce .  B u t  we  a l s o
n o t i c e d  t h e re  wa s  s o m e t h i n g  ve r y
i n te re s t i n g  i n  t h e  h u m o r ,  w h i c h  wa s
a f f i r m i n g  a  n o t i o n  o f  i d e n t i ty ,  a f f i r m i n g
a  n o t i o n  o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i n  re s p o n s e  to
t h e s e  b a r b a r i c  a c t s .  A n d  I  t h i n k  t h a t  wa s
p ro b a b l y  t h e  ke r n e l  m o m e n t  w h e re  we  

CB :  Yea h ,  I  m ea n ,  j u s t  a  ve r y  b r i e f
a d d i t i o n  to  t h a t :  w i t h i n  t h e  h u m o r
a ro u n d  t h e  re s p o n s e s  to  t h e  te r ro r i s t
a tt a c ks  i n  Pa r i s  i n  2 0 1 6 ,  yo u  h ave  t h i n g s
l i ke  t h e  ‘ J e  s u i s  e n  te r r a s s e ’  m e m e s ,
w h i c h  f u n c t i o n e d  i n  a  way  t h a t  yo u
o f te n  s e e  i n  s i t u a t i o n s  o f  h i g h  a n x i e ty  a t
m o m e n t s  w h e re  n o b o d y  q u i te  k n ow s
w h a t  t h e  f u t u re  wo u l d  b r i n g .  S o ,  n o b o d y
k n ew  w h e t h e r  a n o t h e r  a tt a c k  wa s  b e i n g
p l a n n e d ,  n o t  a l l  o f  t h e  s u s p e c te d
te r ro r i s t s  h a d  b e e n  a p p re h e n d e d .  A n d
ye t  p e o p l e  we re  g o i n g  o u t  i n  Pa r i s ,  a n d
t h ey  we re  s i t t i n g  o u t  o n  t h e  te r ra ce
h av i n g  a  c o f fe e  a n d  t h e re  wa s  a
l i g h t h ea r te d ,  h u m o ro u s  a s p e c t  to  i t .  S o ,
t h e re  yo u  s e e  h u m o r  f u n c t i o n i n g  b o t h
a s  a  way  to  m a n a g e  a n x i e t i e s ,  b u t  a l s o
a s  h av i n g  a  c o m m u n i ty  b u i l d i n g
f u n c t i o n .  A n d  u l t i m a te l y ,  I  t h i n k  we' ve
b e co m e  m u c h  m o re  i n te re s te d  i n  t h a t
co m m u n i ty  b u i l d i n g  f u n c t i o n ,  t h i s  s o r t
o f  rea s s e r t i o n  o f  w h o  we  a re  a s  Fre n c h
p e o p l e .  T h e  i n te re s t i n g  t h i n g  a b o u t  t h e
J o h n  O l i ve r  q u o te  t h a t  J a m e s  g ave  i s
t h a t  t h i s  i s  a l s o  p e o p l e  l o o k i n g  i n ,  a l s o
p ro c l a i m i n g  to  b e  o n  te r ra c e ,  a n d  a l s o
p ro c l a i m i n g  t h a t  t h i s  Fre n c h  c i v i l i z a t i o n
i s  p a r t  o f  o u r  b ro a d e r ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,
We s te r n  c i v i l i z a t i o n .  S o ,  t h e re ' s  a  

s t a r te d  to  rea l i z e  t h e re ' s  a  re s ea rc h
p ro j e c t  h e re .  I f  h u m o r  i s  a c t i n g  i n  a  way
w h i c h  co m m u n i c a te s  b ro a d l y ,
co m m u n i c a te s  v i s c e ra l l y ,  m a ke s  p e o p l e
e m o t i o n a l  a n d  i s  b e i n g  u s e d  f o r  p o l i t i c a l
p u r p o s e s ,  t h a t ' s  k i n d  o f  a n  i m p o r t a n t
a n d  i n te re s t i n g  i d ea  t h a t  we' d  rea l l y  l i ke
to  ex p l o re .
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EJ :  I t ' s  g rea t  t h a t  yo u  a l rea d y  s t a r te d
w i t h  a n  exa m p l e  t h a t  a n t i c i p a te s  s o m e
o f  t h e  t h i n g s  t h a t  I  wo u l d  l i ke  to  a s k
m ay b e  a  b i t  m o re  b ro a d l y .  S o ,  t h e  t h i n g s
t h a t  yo u  m e n t i o n e d  t h a t  yo u  fo u n d
i n te re s t i n g  h e re  a b o u t  h u m o r  a re  t h i s
a f fe c t i ve  d i m e n s i o n ,  t h e  co m m u n i ty
b u i l d i n g  e f fe c t s ,  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  o f
i d e n t i ty ,  a n d  a n x i e ty  m a n a g e m e n t .  C a n
yo u  m ay b e  e l a b o ra te  a  b i t  m o re
g e n e ra l l y  a p a r t  f ro m  t h e  s p e c i f i c
exa m p l e ,  w h a t  d o  yo u  t h i n k  t h a t  we  c a n
l ea r n  s p e c i f i c a l l y  w h e n  we  f o c u s  o n
h u m o r  to  u n d e r s t a n d  wo r l d  p o l i t i c s?

co m i n g  to g e t h e r  o f  a  “ we ”  t h a t  t a ke s
p l a c e  t h ro u g h  h u m o r  i n  t h i s ,  yo u  k n ow,
p a r t i c u l a r  k i n d  o f  t r a g i c  m o m e n t .

JB :  S o ,  I  g u e s s  i n  o u r  re s ea rc h  we
a n i m a te  s eve ra l  t h e m e s  t h a t  ke e p
re c u r r i n g .  O n e  o f  t h e  p r i m a r y  t h e m e s
t h a t  a l l ow s  t h i s  re s ea rc h  p ro j e c t  to
u n fo l d  i s  t h e  i s s u e  o f  h u m o r  a n d  g l o b a l
p o l i t i c s .  A n d  a s  yo u  k n ow,  we' re  p a r t  o f
a  l o o s e  n e two r k  a ro u n d  h u m o r  a n d
g l o b a l  p o l i t i c s ,  a n d  t h e re  a re  l o t s  o f
p e o p l e  co m i n g  a t  t h i s  q u e s t i o n  i n
d i f fe re n t  way s .
 

i

[ 1 ]  M AG A  s t a n d s  fo r  “ M a ke  A m e r i c a  G rea t  A g a i n ” ,  a  s l o g a n  u s e d  by  D o n a l d  Tr u m p  i n  h i s  c a m p a i g n s  fo r  t h e  U S  p re s i d e n t i a l
e l e c t i o n  ( i n  2 0 1 6 ,  2 0 2 0 ,  a n d  2 0 24 ) .

 I t ' s  t h e  way  we  t a l k  a b o u t  p o l i t i c s ,
t h e  way  we  t a l k  a b o u t  o r  s a t i r i ze
p o l i t i c i a n s ,  i t ' s  t h e  way  we  l ea r n  a b o u t
eve n t s  t h ro u g h  t h i n g s  l i ke  m e m e s ,  i t ' s
t h e  way  we ,  i n  a  s e n s e ,  a c t  s o m e t i m e s
p o l i t i c a l l y ,  i f  we  t a ke  p a r t  i n  a
h a s h t a g ,  o r  i f  we  h ave  a  p i l e  o n  a
p a r t i c u l a r  p o l i t i c i a n ,  l i ke ,  fo r  i n s t a n ce ,
L i z  Tr u s s .  O n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  i t  h a s  f o r
u s  a l s o  b e c o m e  a  fo c u s  fo r  co m i n g
b a c k  to  h ow  p o l i t i c i a n s  t h e n  m o b i l i ze
h u m o r  a s  a  to o l  o f  c o m m u n i c a t i o n .  S o
we' re  i n te re s te d  i n  t h i n g s  l i ke  d i g i t a l
d i p l o m a c y.  T h e  p reva l e n ce  o f  h u m o r
i n  g l o b a l  p o l i t i c s  i s  r i g h t  t h e re  i n  t h e
s o c i a l  m e d i a  a cc o u n t s  o f  p o l i t i c i a n s
a n d  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  T h ey  n c rea s i n g l y  u s e
h u m o r  to  co m m u n i c a te  s o m e  n o t i o n
o f  re l a t a b i l i ty ,  s o m e  n o t i o n  o f
a u t h e n t i c i ty .  I  t h i n k  O b a m a  wa s  k i n d
o f  a  p i o n e e r  i n  t h i s .  B u t  a l s o ,  to
c r i t i q u e  o t h e r  p o l i t i c a l  a c to r s  a n d
i d ea s ,  a n d  we  k i n d  o f  s e e  t h i s
p ro m i n e n t l y  w i t h  s o m e o n e  l i ke  D o n a l d
Tr u m p,  w h o' s  q u i te  h a p py  to  s a t i r i z e
e n e m i e s  a n d  f r i e n d s  a l i ke ,  a n d  to
t h e i r  fa c e  s o m e t i m e s .  A n d  s o  f o r  t h a t ,
fo r  u s  t h e n ,  t h e re ' s  s o m e t h i n g  a b o u t
h u m o r  a n d  t h e  f u n  o f  i t  a n d  t h e
c i rc u l a t i o n  o f  i t  t h a t  m ea n s  t h a t  we
c a n  a l l  p a r t a ke  i n  p o l i t i c s ,  a n d  we
t h e re fo re  k i n d  o f  ex p l o re  i d ea s  t h a t
h u m o r  c a n  b e  a  p a r t i c i p a to r y  f o r m ,
t h a t  we  c a n  a l l  p a r t i c i p a te  i n  h u m o r .
A n d  h e re  we  m i g h t ,  f o r  i n s t a n ce ,  c i te
yo u r  ow n  wo r k ,  Eva ,  o n  p a r t i c i p a to r y
wa r fa re ,  a n d  t h e  way  i n  w h i c h  p e o p l e
g o t  ve r y  exc i te d  a n d  m e m e d  fo r
U k ra i n e  t h ro u g h  t h i n g s  l i ke  N A F O,  t h e
N o r t h  A t l a n t i c  Fe l l a  O rg a n i z a t i o n .  I n
o u r  ow n  wo r k ,  we' ve  l o o ke d  a t  t h e  way
i n  w h i c h  M AG A [ 1 ]  h u m o r  h a s  b e c o m e  a
k i n d  o f  a  d e c e n t ra l i ze d  way  o f
p a r t i c i p a t i n g  t h e  p o l i t i c s  o f
s u p p o r t i n g  D o n a l d  Tr u m p.  A n d  s o ,
w i t h  t h i s  p ro l i fe r a t i o n ,  w i t h  t h i s
p a r t i c i p a to r y  n a t u re ,  w i t h  t h i s  s e n s e
o f  a n  i n c l u s i ve  p o l i t i c s ,  we  t h e re fo re
a re  a b l e  to  l o o k  a t  t h e  m o re
o n to l o g i c a l  a s p e c t s .  W h a t  i s  t h e
o n to l o g i c a l  p o l i t i c s  o f  i d e n t i ty ,  o f
d i s c i p l i n e ,  a n d  i n d e e d  o f  re s i l i e n c e
t h a t ' s  g o i n g  o n  i n  t h e s e  m o m e n t s?

I t ' s  j u s t  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  p e o p l e  d o  f o r
f u n .  I t  c a n  b e  q u i te  d i s a r m i n g .  I t  c a n  b e
-  i n  t h e  te r m s  o f  yo u r  re s ea rc h  p ro j e c t  -
j u s t  f u n .  A n d  s o ,  we  te n d  to  t h i n k  a b o u t
h u m o r  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t  rea l l y  a b o u t
p o l i t i c s ,  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t  rea l l y  a  p o l i t i c a l
m o m e n t .  A n d  t h a t  i s  g rea t  fo r  u s
b e c a u s e  t h e  s e c o n d  yo u  d e f i n e  a n  a rea
a s  u n p o l i t i c a l  i s  a  ve r y  p o l i t i c a l
m o m e n t .  Yo u  s ay :  t h i s  d o e s n ' t  m a tte r ,
t h i s  i s  l ow  p o l i t i c s ,  t h i s  i s  n o t  s e r i o u s .
A n d  fo r  u s ,  t h a t  i s  p a r t  o f  t h e  rea s o n
w hy  h u m o r  h a s  p ro l i fe r a te d  q u i te  ea s i l y
a c ro s s  t h e  k i n d  o f  t h e  m e d i a t i ze d
s p e c t a c l e  o f  g l o b a l  p o l i t i c s ,  to  a l m o s t
b e co m e  l i ke  a n  eve r yd ay  l a n g u a g e .

“But  I  th ink  on e  of
th e  recurr in g  th em es

regard in g  hum or  i s
th e  la ck  of

ser iousn ess ,  th e
ever yday  nature  o f

i t ,  th e  idea  that  i t  i s
just  a  joke .”

CB :  T h a t  wa s  a  ve r y  co m p re h e n s i ve
re s p o n s e  f ro m  J a m e s .  S o ,  I  wo u l d  j u s t
a d d  to  t h a t  i s  t h a t  o n e  o f  t h e  t h i n g s
t h a t  g e t s  p u l l e d  o u t  t h e re  i s  t h e  way
i n  w h i c h  h u m o r  h e l p s  u s  u n d e r s t a n d
t h e  way  i n  w h i c h  i n te r n a t i o n a l  p o l i t i c s
t a ke s  p l a c e  a c ro s s  d i f fe re n t  l eve l s
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JB :  S o ,  t h e re  a re  c r i t i c a l  s c h o l a r s ,
B e r l a n t  a n d  N g a i [ 2 ] ,  w h o  t a l k  a b o u t
co m e d i f i c a t i o n  o f  p o l i t i c s .  A n d  I  g u e s s
we' re  ve r y  m u c h  i n s p i re d  by  t h a t .  We' re
l o o k i n g  a t  t h e  c o m e d i f i c a t i o n  o f  g l o b a l
p o l i t i c s  a n d  h ow  t h a t  b e co m e s  t h e n  a
p ro d u c t i ve  a rea  o f  re s ea rc h  q u e s t i o n s
t h a t  we  s e e k  to  u n p i c k .

[2] Berlant, L . & S. Ngai. (2017). “Comedy has issues.” Critical Inquiry  43: 233–249.

EJ :  T h a n k  yo u .  S o ,  i f  I  m ay  s u m m a r i z e :
w h a t  I  g o t  f ro m  yo u r  re s p o n s e  a re  two
p o i n t s .  T h e  f i r s t  i s  t h a t  yo u  e m p h a s i ze
t h a t  k i n d  o f  t h e  s e r i o u s n e s s  o f  h u m o r ,
t h a t  h u m o r  i s  n o t  t h e  o p p o s i te  o f
s e r i o u s  p o l i t i c s ,  b u t  t h a t  i t  h a s  i t s  ow n
p o l i t i c s  a n d  i s  a  re l eva n t  e n t r y  p o i n t
i n to  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  p o l i t i c s  a n d  wo r l d
p o l i t i c s  i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  A n d  t h e  s e c o n d ,
re l a te d  a s p e c t  i s  w h a t  a re  t h e  s p e c i f i c
q u a l i t i e s  o f  t h e  p o l i t i c s  o f  h u m o r ?  S o ,
a n d  h e re  I  l ea r n e d  f ro m  yo u r  re s p o n s e
t h a t  i t  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  we l l  s u i te d  to
ex p l o re  t h e  eve r yd ay  p o l i t i c s  o f  t h e
i n te r n a t i o n a l  i n  co n t ra s t  to  a  fo c u s  o n
t h e  f o r m a l  p o l i t i c s  o f  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,
o rg a n i z a t i o n s ,  a c to r s .  D i d  I  g e t  t h a t
r i g h t  o r  d o  yo u  wa n t  to  c l a r i f y  t h a t?

EJ :  O kay,  t h e n  I  t h i n k  we  c o u l d  a d d
t h i s  t h i rd  a s p e c t .  S o  f i r s t ,  t h e re  a re
t h e  c o n ce p t u a l ,  m e t h o d o l o g i c a l
rea s o n s  w hy  i t  i s  u s e f u l  to  fo c u s  o n
h u m o r :  t h a t  i t  i s  a  f o r m  o f  p o l i t i c s  i n
i t s  ow n  r i g h t .  A n d  s e co n d ,  i t  i s
p a r t i c u l a r l y  we l l  s u i te d  to  l o o k  i n to
h ow  we  a l l  p a r t i c i p a te  i n  p o l i t i c s ,  a n d
h ow  p o l i t i c s  wo r k  i t s  way  d ow nwa rd s
a n d  u pwa rd s  to  eve r yd ay  p ra c t i c e s
a n d  co m m u n i c a t i o n .  A n d  t h e n  t h i rd l y ,
w h a t  yo u  n ow  j u s t  s e t  o u t ,  a m o u n t s  to
m e  u p  to  a  k i n d  o f  t i m e  d i a g n o s t i c :
t h a t  t h e re ' s  i n d e e d  a  n ew  ro l e  o f
h u m o r  i n  g l o b a l  p o l i t i c s .  S o ,  t h i s  i s
s o m e t h i n g -  I  wo u l d  s ay  -  w h a t  yo u  o r
w h a t  we  h ave  l ea r n e d  t h ro u g h  t h i s
fo c u s  o n  h u m o r  i n  wo r l d  p o l i t i c s .  A n d  I
m ea n ,  t h e re  a re  o t h e r  exa m p l e s
re g a rd i n g  t h e  ro l e  o f  i ro ny  a n d  a l s o  i n
re l a t i o n  to  t h i s  fa ke  n ew s  d e b a te ,
b e c a u s e  h u m o r  h a s  t h i s  a m b i g u i ty .
A n d  –  a s  yo u  j u s t  m e n t i o n e d  t h e  N ATO
d o c u m e n t  -  I  re m e m b e r  a  N ATO
s t ra te g y  p a p e r  o n  m e m e t i c  wa r fa re [ 3 ] ,
w h i c h  a l s o  d i s c u s s e s  t h i s  i d ea  o f  u s i n g
t h e  h u m o ro u s  q u a l i t i e s ,  b u t  a l s o  t h e
d y n a m i c s  o f  s o c i a l  m e d i a  fo r
i n fo r m a t i o n  wa r fa re .  S o ,  d o  yo u  wa n t
to  a d d  s o m e t h i n g  e l s e  o n  t h i s
q u e s t i o n  o f  w h a t  we  h ave  a l rea d y
l ea r n e d  t h ro u g h  t h i s  f o c u s  o n  h u m o r
i n  te r m s  o f  a n  i n c rea s i n g  ro l e  o f
co m e d i f i c a t i o n  o f  wo r l d  p o l i t i c s?  

[ 3 ]  G i e s ea ,  J .  ( 2 0 1 6 ) .  “ I t ’ s  t i m e  to  e m b ra c e  m e m e t i c  wa r fa re . ”  D e fe n ce  S t ra te g i c  Co m m u n i ca t i o n s  1 :  6 7-75 .  A cc e s s e d  Fe b r u a r y
2 1 ,  2 0 2 3 .  D O I :  1 0 . 3 0 9 6 6 / 2 0 1 8 . R I G A . 1 .4 .

We  te n d  to  t h i n k  o f  i n te r n a t i o n a l
p o l i t i c s  a s  s o r t  o f  ra re f i e d  ro u n d s  o f
s t a te - to - s t a te  re l a t i o n s .  

 

 p o i n te d  to  -  h ow  a t  t h e  l eve l  o f  t h e
fo r m a l ,  t h e re  i s  i n c rea s i n g l y  a n
a d o p t i o n  o f  h u m o r .  S o ,  we  c a n  t a l k
a b o u t  s t ra te g i c  h u m o r  i n  d i p l o m a t i c
p ra c t i ce ,  fo r  exa m p l e .  A n d ,  fo r
exa m p l e ,  a  few  yea r s  a g o ,  N ATO
p ro d u ce d  a  k i n d  o f  re s ea rc h
d o c u m e n t ,  w h i c h  wa s  a n a l yz i n g
R u s s i a ' s  u s e  o f  h u m o r  a s  a  p a r t  o f  i t s
hy b r i d  wa r fa re .  A n d  t h e  d o c u m e n t  wa s
e s s e n t i a l l y  co n ce r n e d  w i t h  t r y i n g  to
t h i n k  a b o u t  h ow  to  re s p o n d  to  t h e
e f fe c t s  o f   h u m o r  o n  t a rg e t
p o p u l a t i o n s  b e  t h a t  R u s s i a n  d o m e s t i c
p o p u l a t i o n  o r  t a rg e te d  We s te r n
p u b l i c s .  S o ,  t h e re ' s  a n  i n t r i g u i n g
a s p e c t  to  t h i s  d o c u m e n t  w h e re  N ATO
i s  t r y i n g  to  d e co n s t r u c t  h ow  to  te l l  a
j o ke  a n d  a n d  h ow  to  re s p o n d  w i t h
t h e i r  ow n  fo r m s  o f  s t r a te g i c  h u m o r .
S o ,  yo u  g e t  t h e  fo r m a l  [ p o l i t i c s ]  s o r t  o f
e m b ra c i n g  ve r y  eve r yd ay  m o d e s  o f
co m m u n i c a t i o n  a s  p a r t  o f  s t ra te g i c
d i p l o m a c y.  
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“ What  you  get
with  hum or  i s
th e  ta lk in g  of

e l i tes  to
ord inar y
people”

a n d  t h e  ex p e r i e n ce  o f  t h e  i n te rn a t i o n a l
a t  t h e  l eve l  o f  t h e  eve r yd ay.  A n d  i t ' s  n o t
a l way s  to p  d ow n ,  i t ' s  o f te n  b o tto m  u p
a s  we l l .  S o ,  I  t h i n k  we  wo u l d  s u g g e s t ,
a l o n g  w i t h  o t h e r s ,  t h a t  h u m o r  -  a s  k i n d
o f  t u rb o  b o o s te d  s o m ew h a t  t h ro u g h  t h e
a d ve n t  o f  s o c i a l  m e d i a  -  i s  t ra n s fo rm i n g
to  s o m e  d e g re e  t h e  way  i n  w h i ch
i n te rn a t i o n a l  p o l i t i c s  t a ke s  p l a ce ,  b u t  i s
a l s o  ex p e r i e n ce d  a n d  w h o  ex p e r i e n ce s
i t .

C B :  N o ,  I  t h i n k  t h a t ' s  r i g h t .  B u t  i t ' s  a l s o
i n te re s t i n g  -  a s  J a m e s  h a s
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S o m e  o f  t h e  b e s t  m o m e n t s  we
ex p e r i e n c e  a s  h u m a n  b e i n g s  i s  w h e n
we  s h a re  l a u g h te r  to g e t h e r .  B u t  a t
t h e  s a m e  t i m e ,  a n d  b e c a u s e  o f  t h a t ,
j o ke s  c a n  e q u a l l y  b e  a b o u t  p e o p l e
w h o  d o  n o t  f i t ,  w h o  d o  n o t  l i ve  u p  to
o u r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g s  o f  s o c i a l  n o r m s
a n d  s o c i a l  r u l e s .  A n d  i t  c a n  a l s o  b e
a b o u t  t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  t h o s e  w h o
a re  o t h e r s  o r  o u t s i d e  i n  s o m e  way.
A n d  t h i s  k i n d  o f  o n to l o g i c a l
a m b i g u i ty  a b o u t  w h a t  h u m o r  i s  d o i n g
a t  a ny  p o i n t  i s  j u s t  a n  i n c re d i b l y
p o l i t i c a l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l l y  i n te re s t i n g
p r i s m  t h ro u g h  w h i c h  to  u n d e r s t a n d
t h e  wo r l d .  I t  c a n  b e  d i s c i p l i n a r y,  i t
c a n  b e  d i v i s i ve ,  i t  c a n  b e  h i e ra rc h i c .
Yo u  c a n  t h i n k  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  a b o u t
n a t i o n a l i s t  h u m o r ,  ra c i s t  h u m o r ,
s ex i s t  h u m o r ,  b u t  a l s o  E u ro ce n t r i s m .
S o ,  i n  o n e  o f  o u r  p a p e r s [4 ] ,  we  l o o ke d
a t  t h e  va r i o u s  re s p o n s e s  to  t h e  D a n i s h
c a r to o n  c r i s i s  a n d  C h a r l i e  H e b d o  a n d
i n d e e d  B a t a c l a n ,  w h e re  m a ny  a c to r s ,
p o l i t i c a l  a c to r s ,  c o m m e n t a to r s ,
a c a d e m i c s ,  h ave  k i n d  o f  a f f i r m e d
h u m o r  a n d  s a t i re  a s  t h i s  k i n d  o f
f u n d a m e n t a l ,  re f l e c t i ve  c o m p o n e n t  o f
l i b e ra l i s m  a n d  l i b e ra l  way s  o f  l i fe .
H u m o r  i s  a l m o s t  a  n o r m a t i ve  t h i n g :
yo u  h ave  to  b e  a b l e  to  l a u g h  a t
yo u r s e l f  i n  o rd e r  to  b e  a  re f l ex i ve
l i b e ra l  s u b j e c t .  A n d  s o  w h e n  h u m o r  i s
b e i n g  a f f i r m e d  a s  p a r t  o f  a  way  o f  l i fe ,
a b o u t  w h o  we  a re  -  a n d  co n co m i t a n t l y
-  i f  yo u  d o n ' t  l i ve  u p  to  t h a t ,  m ay b e
yo u ' re  n o t  o n e  o f  u s ,  t h e n  we  c a n  s e e
t h ro u g h  t h e  l aye r s  o f  a cce p t a b l e
c i t i z e n s h i p  w i t h i n  d i f fe re n t  s p a ce s
a n d  p l a ce s  o f  p o l i t i c s  i n  a  way  w h i c h
h a s  y i e l d e d  o u r  i n te re s t .  S o ,  t h e re
we re  s o m e  i n te re s t i n g  i n s i g h t s  o n
p a r t i c i p a to r y  wa r fa re  a n d
i n te r n a t i o n a l  d i p l o m a c y  a m o n g
o t h e r s .  L i kew i s e ,  s o m e  o f  t h e  B rex i t
n e g o t i a t i o n s  we re  m a r ke d  by
i n c re d i b l y  h u m o ro u s  m o m e n t s  t h a t
we re  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  a n
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  i n - g ro u p  a n d  o u t-
g ro u p  a n d  a c ce p t a b l e  way s  o f  l i fe  a n d
u n a c ce p t a b l e  fo r m s .  Yo u  co u l d  t h i n k
a b o u t  m u c h  o f  t h e  o p p o s i t i o n
b e twe e n  p o p u l i s m  a n d  w h a t  yo u
m i g h t  c a l l  a n t i - p o p u l i s m  o r  c r i t i q u e s
o f  p o p u l i s m  i n  te r m s  o f  a cce p t a b l e
a n d  u n a cc e p t a b l e  fo r m s  o f  h u m o r .  Fo r
a  l o n g  t i m e  i n  t h e  U S ,  i t  wa s  p o s s i b l e
to  s ay  t h a t  Tr u m p' s  j o ke s  a re  n o t
a c ce p t a b l e  j o ke s ,  t h ey ' re  t h e  w ro n g
k i n d  o f  h u m o r ,  t h ey ' re  n o t  a  re f l ex i ve  
 

[4 ]  B ra s s e tt ,  J . ,  C .  S .  B row n i n g ,  &  M .  O ' D w ye r . ( 2 0 2 1 ) .  “ E U ’ ve  G o t  to  B e  K i d d i n g :  A n x i e ty,  H u m o u r  a n d  O n to l o g i c a l  S e c u r i ty . ”
G l o b a l  S o c i e ty  35  ( 1 ) :  8 – 2 6 .  h tt p s : //d o i .o rg / 1 0 . 1 0 8 0/ 1 3 6 0 0 8 2 6 . 2 0 2 0 . 1 8 2 8 2 9 8

JB :  S o  yea h ,  I  l i ke  ve r y  m u c h  t h e  way
yo u  s u m m a r i ze d  t h a t  n o t i o n  o f  a l m o s t
a  p a r t  o f  i n fo r m a t i o n  wa r fa re  a n d
h u m o r .  I  t h i n k  t h e  way  we  t h i n k  a b o u t
i t  i s  t h a t  t h e re ' s  a  te n d e n c y  to
i n s t r u m e n t a l i s e  h u m o r  a n d  s ay,  we l l ,
te l l i n g  j o ke s  i s  a  g rea t  way  to  e n g a g e
i n  p o l i t i c s  o r  to  d o  re s i s t a n c e .  B u t
i n c rea s i n g l y  we  s e e  t h a t  h u m o r  h a s
b e co m e  a  s c i e n c e  o f  p o l i t i c s .  W h a t  i s
p e r m i s s i b l e  to  l a u g h  a b o u t  a n d  a l s o
w h a t  yo u  s h o u l d  n o t  l a u g h  a b o u t  c a n
b e co m e  t h e  te r ra i n  o f  l e g i t i m a te
p o l i t i c a l  d i s c u s s i o n .  A n d  t h a t ' s  j u s t  a n
i n te re s t i n g  s o c i o l o g i c a l  m o m e n t  fo r  u s .
A n d  i n  t h e  t h e o r y  t h a t  we' ve  b e e n
d eve l o p i n g  a ro u n d  h u m o r  a n d
o n to l o g i c a l  s e c u r i ty ,  t h e  s o c i o l o g i c a l
d i m e n s i o n  i s  t h e  re c u r r i n g  key  t h a t
u n l o c ks  a  l o t  o f  t h i n g s .  H u m o r  c a n  b e ,
o n  t h e  o n e  h a n d ,  ve r y  i n c l u s i ve ,
a n x i e ty  re l i ev i n g ,  co m m u n i ty  b u i l d i n g ,
s o l i d a r i ty  ex p re s s i n g .  H u m o r  c a n  b e  a
wo n d e r f u l  t h i n g .  To  te l l  a  j o ke  o r  to
f i n d  o n e  f u n ny  c a n  b e  a  rea l l y
i m p o r t a n t  m o m e n t .  

Image :  T ruecreat ives  v ia  Canva .com 
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c r i t i c a l  h u m o r .  A n d  ove r  t i m e ,  I  t h i n k
h e' s  p ro g re s s i ve l y  n o r m a l i ze d  a n d
l e g i t i m a te d  h i s  f o r m  o f  h u m o r .  I  d o n ' t
k n ow  i f  p e o p l e  wo u l d  a c c e p t  t h i s ,  b u t
h e  p e r fo r m s  i t  a s  a n t i - e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o r
c r i t i c a l  o r  re s i s t a n t  o f  w h a t  h e  p e rc e i ve s
a s  a  k i n d  o f  a  l i b e ra l  m a i n s t rea m .  T h u s ,
a  fo c u s  o n  t h e  s o c i o l o g i c a l  e f fe c t s  o f
h u m o r  c a n  u n l o c k  t h e  te r m s  o f  p o l i t i c a l
d i s co u r s e  i n  way s  w h i c h  fo r  u s  h ave
b e e n  ve r y  e n l i g h te n i n g  a n d  p ro l i f e r a t i ve
o f  re s ea rc h  a n g l e s .

EJ :  I  t h i n k  we' ve  n ow  g o t  a  ve r y  g o o d
ove r v i ew  o f  t h e  s p e c t r u m  o f  w h a t  a
fo c u s  o n  h u m o r  c a n  revea l  a n d  w h a t  we
c a n  l ea r n  f ro m  t h a t .  A n d  yo u ' ve  a l s o
a l rea d y  m e n t i o n e d  s o m e  o f  t h e
co n c e p t s  a n d  to p i c s  t h a t  yo u ' ve  b e e n
wo r k i n g  o n .  A n d  to  n ow  g e t  a n  eve n
b e tte r  g ra s p  o n  t h i s ,  I  wo u l d  l i ke  to
co m e  to  a  s p e c i f i c  exa m p l e  o f  yo u r
wo r k :  I  k n ow  t h a t  yo u  h ave  b e e n
wo r k i n g  to g e t h e r  m o re  re ce n t l y  o n  a
co n t r i b u t i o n  t h a t  a s ks  s o m ew h a t
p rovo c a t i ve l y  w hy  t h e  wa r  i n  G a z a  i s  n o t
a s  m u c h  f u n  a s  t h e  R u s s i a n - U k ra i n i a n
wa r .  A n d  t h i s  t i t l e  o r  s u g g e s t i o n  fo r  m e
a l rea d y  t r i g g e r s  a  l o t  o f  q u e s t i o n s  i t s e l f .
To  s t a r t  w i t h ,  w h o  i s  t h e  s u b j e c t  t h a t
h a d  a  k i n d  o f  f u n  i n  t h e  R u s s i a n -
U k ra i n i a n  wa r  a n d  w h a t  k i n d  o f  f u n  a re
yo u  t a l k i n g  a b o u t?

CB :  Ye s ,  t h a n ks  Eva .  S o ,  I  t h i n k  we
wo u l d  s ay  t h a t  t h i s  o p e ra te s  a t  d i f f e re n t
l eve l s .  S o ,  fo r  i n s t a n ce ,  a s  we  s a i d
b e fo re ,  t h e re ' s  b e e n  a  l o n g  h i s to r y  o f
a n a l y s e s  t h a t  ex p l o re  t h e  a n x i e ty
re l i ev i n g  f u n c t i o n  t h a t  h u m o r  c a n
p rov i d e  fo r  p e o p l e  i n  t i m e s  o f  ex t re m e
s t re s s  o r  o f  ex i s te n t i a l  t h rea t  l i ke  wa r .
S o ,  l i s te n e r s  m i g h t  re c a l l  t h i n g s  l i ke  t h e
U k ra i n i a n  d a n c i n g  s o l d i e r s  t h a t  b e c a m e
w i d e l y  m e m e d .  N o  d o u b t  t h ey  we re
h av i n g  a  c e r t a i n  a m o u n t  o f  f u n  a n d
h u m o r  b o l s te re d  a  s e n s e  o f  s o c i e t a l
re s i l i e n c e  i n  U k ra i n e  i n  g e n e ra l .  S o m e
o f  t h a t  wa s  m e d i a te d  t h ro u g h  t h i n g s
l i ke  t h e  fa m o u s  U k ra i n i a n  t r a c to r
b r i g a d e  s tea l i n g  R u s s i a n  t a n ks ,  f o r
exa m p l e ,  o r  t h e re  wa s  a n  o l d e r  l a d y  w h o
wa s  co n f ro n te d  by  s o m e  R u s s i a n
s o l d i e r s .  A n d  I  t h i n k  t h e  R u s s i a n
s o l d i e r s  g ave  h e r  s o m e  s e e d s  a n d  s h e
s a i d  t h a t  t h e  o n l y  g o o d  t h i n g  t h a t ' s
g o i n g  to  c o m e  f ro m  t h e i r  p re s e n c e  h e re
i s  t h a t  t h ey ' l l  b e  s o r t  o f  fe r t i l i z i n g  t h e
g ro u n d  fo r  n ew  f l owe r s  i n  t h e  f u t u re .
S o ,  a  k i n d  o f  d a r k  fo r m  o f  h u m o r .  B u t
t h e re  wa s  s o m e t h i n g  re s i l i e n t  a b o u t  i t .
M a i n l y ,  t h o u g h ,  o u r  a n a l y s i s  ex p l o re s
h u m o r  a s  a  m e c h a n i s m  o f  v i c a r i o u s
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  a n d  e m p a t hy  o r  

a d m i ra t i o n ,  b u t  i t ' s  w h e n  we  s t a r t
k i n d  o f  s e e i n g  t h e  o t h e r  a s  a n
ex te n s i o n  o f  t h e  S e l f .  S o ,  we  wo u l d
a rg u e  t h a t  yo u  c o u l d  s e e  t h i s  a c ro s s
t h e  We s t ,  i n  t h e  U K ,  a l s o  i n  N ATO.  S o ,
re g a rd i n g  t h e  U K  c o n tex t ,  we  s u g g e s t
t h a t  t h e  U k r a i n e  wa r  b e c a m e  a n
o p p o r t u n i ty  to  m a n a g e  p o s t - B rex i t
a n x i e t i e s  a n d  f l o u n d e r i n g  a b o u t
B r i t a i n ' s  ro l e  f o l l ow i n g  B rex i t .  I n
co n t ra s t  to  t h e  ve r y  d i v i s i ve  n a t u re  o f
B rex i t  p o l i t i c s ,  t h ro u g h  v i c a r i o u s
i d e n t i f y i n g  w i t h  t h e  U k ra i n i a n  f i g h t ,
t h e re  wa s  a t  l ea s t  s o m e  s e n s e  i n
w h i c h  t h e  B r i t i s h  p o p u l a t i o n  co u l d
co m e  to g e t h e r  a g a i n .  T h e re ' s  a  s o r t  o f
s e n s e  o f  p u r p o s e  t h a t  we  k n ow  w h o
we  a re ,  a g a i n ,  t h a t  we  h ave  a  ro l e .
U k ra i n e  b e co m e s  a p p ro p r i a te d  i n to
t h i s  n o t i o n  o f  a  n ew  Co l d  Wa r ,  fo r
exa m p l e .  B u t  f u n  m i g h t  n o t
n e ce s s a r i l y  b e  t h e  r i g h t  wo rd  fo r  t h i s .
S o ,  we  m i g h t  t h i n k  o f  i t  a  l i t t l e  b i t
m o re  i n  te r m s  o f  e n j oy m e n t  o r  i n  a
L a c a n i a n  s e n s e  o f  j o u i s s a n ce .  T h i s
s e n s e  t h a t  t h ro u g h  U k ra i n e ,  i t
b e c a m e  p o s s i b l e  f o r  d i f fe re n t  s u b j e c t s
to  re d i s cove r ,  i f  o n l y  te m p o r a r i l y ,
s o m e  s e n s e  o f  f u l f i l m e n t  o f  t h e  s e l f ,
t h a t  we  c a n  a c t u a l l y  b e  w h o  we  c l a i m
to  b e ,  b u t  we  h ave  ke p t  fa i l i n g  to  b e .
S o ,  to  j u s t  g i ve  yo u  o n e  q u i c k  exa m p l e
o f  t h a t :  l i s te n e r s  m i g h t  re c a l l  t h a t
p r i o r  to  t h e  R u s s i a n  i nva s i o n  o f
U k ra i n e ,  N ATO  s e e m e d  to  b e  o n  l i f e
s u p p o r t ,  by  a n d  l a rg e .  A n d  ye t ,  w i t h i n
we e ks ,  i t  wa s  l i ke  N ATO  wa s  b a c k .
N ATO  a l l  o f  a  s u d d e n  h a d  a  p u r p o s e ,  a
g o a l .  T h i n g s  h ave  m ove d  o n  s i n c e
t h e n .  B u t  a t  l ea s t  f o r  t h i s  s h o r t
p e r i o d ,  t h i s  c o a l e s c e n ce  c o u l d  t a ke
p l a c e  a ro u n d  t h e  wa r  i n  U k ra i n e  t h a t
we  wo u l d  a rg u e  wa s  i n h e re n t l y
v i c a r i o u s .  A n d  h u m o r  wa s  p l ay i n g
f u n d a m e n t a l l y  i m p o r t a n t  ro l e s  i n
e n a b l i n g  t h a t  to  h a p p e n  i n  t h e  f i r s t
p l a c e .

EJ :  O kay,  t h a n k  yo u .  S o ,  w h e n  I  g o t
t h i s  co r re c t l y ,  t h e  s u b j e c t  t h a t  yo u  a re
co n c e r n e d  w i t h  we re  n o t  t h e
U k ra i n i a n s  a n d  h ow  t h ey  we re  u s i n g
h u m o r  a s  a  s t re s s  re l i e f ,  e m p l oye d
d a r k  h u m o r ,  o r  r i d i c u l e d  t h e
a d ve r s a r y.  R a t h e r ,  yo u  a re  i n te re s te d
i n  h ow  t h i s  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n
wo r ks  w i t h  d i s t a n t  a u d i e n ce s  i n  t h e
U K  o r  i n  t h e  We s t  m o re  g e n e r a l l y .  A n d
s o ,  t h e  f u n  t h a t  yo u ' re  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  i s
t h i s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w h i c h  h a s  s eve ra l
p o s i t i ve  f u n c t i o n s .  A n d  t h e  f i r s t  i s
t h i s  a n x i e ty  m a n a g e m e n t  t h a t  yo u
a l s o  a l rea d y  m e n t i o n e d  b e fo re  w h i c h
i s  h e re  a  co p i n g  m e c h a n i s m ,  
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n o t  j u s t  fo r  p e o p l e  i n  t h e  wa r  zo n e ,  b u t
a l s o  fo r  t h e  d i s t a n t  p u b l i c s  i n  t h e  t i m e  o f
u n ce r t a i n ty  o r  c r i s i s .  A n d  s e co n d ,
v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  c a n  g i ve  a  s e n s e  o f
p u r p o s e ,  b o t h  i n  t h e  U K  c a s e  o r  fo r  t h e
n a t i o n a l  p u b l i c ,  a n d  t h e n  a l s o  by
re i nv i g o ra t i n g  N ATO  a n d  g i v i n g  N ATO  a
n ew  p u r p o s e .  A n d  t h e n  -  w h a t  i s  p ro b a b l y
s p e c i f i c  to  t h e  U K  -  i t  wa s  a  k i n d  o f  way  to
rev i ve  a f te r  t h e  d e p re s s i ve  p o s t  B rex i t
a t m o s p h e re .  To  s u m  i t  u p ,  a l l  o f  t h e s e
f u n c t i o n s  t h a t  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  h a s
a re  p o s i t i ve  a n d  p ro d u c t i ve .  B u t  a re  t h e re
a l s o  i n h e re n t  r i s ks  w h e n  t h e re ' s  a  b l u r r i n g
o f  l i n e s  b e twe e n  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  o r
co l l e c t i ve  s u b j e c t s  i d e n t i ty  to  a n o t h e r
s u b j e c t ,  i n d i v i d u a l  o r  co l l e c t i ve .  S o ,  i s
t h e re  a l s o  a  r i s k  i n  t h i s  m e c h a n i s m  o f
v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n?  
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re l a t i o n s h i p s?  T h e re  a re  d i f fe re n t
way s  i n  w h i c h  t h a t  c a n  b e  d o n e .
B e twe e n  p a re n t s  a n d  t h e i r  ch i l d re n  -
w h i ch  i s  p ro b a b l y  t h e  v i c a r i o u s
re l a t i o n s h i p  m o s t  o f  u s  wo u l d
re co g n i ze  –  t h a t  h a p p e n s  t h ro u g h  a
b i o l o g i c a l  re l a t i o n s h i p .  C i t i ze n s '
re l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e i r  n a t i o n s  i s  a l s o
o n e  t h a t  te n d s  to  b e  b ro a d l y
a cce p te d .  B u t  yo u  c a n  a l s o  e s t a b l i s h
te l l i n g  r i g h t s  t h ro u g h  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a
s h a re d  h i s to r i c a l  co n tex t ,  t h ro u g h
j o i n t  c u l t u ra l  p ra c t i ce s ,  t h ro u g h
e s t a b l i s h i n g  a  fo rm  o f  s h a re d  k i n s h i p ,
fo r  exa m p l e .  A  s e co n d  l i m i t a t i o n  i s
t h a t  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s  a l s o
h ave  to  b e  a cce p te d  by  a  re l eva n t
a u d i e n ce .  S o ,  yo u  h ave  to  b e  a b l e  to
e s t a b l i s h  l e g i t i m a cy  fo r  t h e  c l a i m  yo u
a re  m a ki n g ,  t h a t  o t h e r s  t h i n k  t h a t  i t ' s
s o m e h ow  rea s o n a b l e  fo r  yo u  to
a c t u a l l y  m a n i fe s t  t h i s  s o r t  o f
a p p ro p r i a t i ve  re l a t i o n s h i p .  ( . )  S o  t h a t
g e t s  yo u  i n to  t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  w h a t  we
wo u l d  te rm  a s  ‘ te l l i n g  r i g h t s ’ .  H ow  d o
yo u  e s t a b l i s h  t h e s e  s o r t s  o f
re l a t i o n s h i p s?  T h e re  a re  d i f fe re n t
way s  i n  w h i c h  t h a t  c a n  b e  d o n e .
B e twe e n  p a re n t s  a n d  t h e i r  ch i l d re n  -
w h i ch  i s  p ro b a b l y  t h e  v i c a r i o u s
re l a t i o n s h i p  m o s t  o f  u s  wo u l d
re co g n i ze  –  t h a t  h a p p e n s  t h ro u g h  a
b i o l o g i c a l  re l a t i o n s h i p .  C i t i ze n s '
re l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t h e i r  n a t i o n s  i s  a l s o
o n e  t h a t  te n d s  to  b e  b ro a d l y
a cce p te d .  B u t  yo u  c a n  a l s o  e s t a b l i s h
te l l i n g  r i g h t s  t h ro u g h  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a
s h a re d  h i s to r i c a l  co n tex t ,  t h ro u g h
j o i n t  c u l t u ra l  p ra c t i ce s ,  t h ro u g h
e s t a b l i s h i n g  a  fo rm  o f  s h a re d  k i n s h i p ,
fo r  exa m p l e .  I f  yo u  fa i l  i n  s o m e  o f
t h e s e  t h i n g s ,  yo u  m i g h t  b e  a cc u s e d  o f
c u l t u ra l  a p p ro p r i a t i o n  a n d  yo u  m i g h t
e n d  u p  b e i n g  s h a m e d .  A n d  a  t h i rd
l i m i t a t i o n  i s  t h a t  w h a t  h a p p e n s  w h e n
t h e  t a rg e t  o f  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n
s t a r t s  b e h av i n g  i n  way s  t h a t  m i g h t
a c t u a l l y  b e co m e  a  b i t  p ro b l e m a t i c  fo r
t h e  s e l f .  S o ,  i n  t h e  co n tex t  o f  v i c a r i o u s
re l a t i o n s h i p s  o r  i nve s t m e n t s  w i t h
U kra i n e :  w h a t  h a p p e n s  w h e n  s o m e  o f
t h e  h u m o r  s h i f t s  f ro m  b e i n g  a b o u t
U kra i n i a n  fa rm e r s  s tea l i n g  t a n ks  -
w h i ch  i s  ve r y  h i l a r i o u s  -  to  h u m o r  i n
t h e  fo r m  o f  wa r  c r i m e s?  S o ,  we  h a d
d ea d  R u s s i a n  s o l d i e r s  b e i n g  l a i d  o u t
i n  a  ‘ Z ’  fo rm a t i o n ,  fo r  exa m p l e ,  t h e
i n s i g n i a  o f  t h e  R u s s i a n  i nva s i o n ,  o r
t h e re  we re  T i kTo ks  t h a t  we re  w i d e l y
s p rea d  o f  U kra i n i a n s  t a k i n g  p h o n e s
f ro m  d ea d  R u s s i a n  s o l d i e r s  a n d
p h o n i n g  u p  t h e i r  m o t h e r s ,  w i ve s  a n d  

CB :  Ye s ,  ye s ,  ce r t a i n l y .  A t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e
d ay,  v i c a r i o u s  re l a t i o n s h i p s  a re  a l way s
a p p ro p r i a t i ve ,  a n d  t h e re fo re  t h ey ' re  a l way s
p o te n t i a l l y  u n s t a b l e  a n d  s o m e  v i c a r i o u s
re l a t i o n s h i p s  m ay  b e  m o re  u n s t a b l e  t h a n
o t h e r s   I  t h i n k  t h e re  a re  t h re e  p o te n t i a l
d a n g e r s  o r  l i m i t a t i o n s  i n  v i c a r i o u s
re l a t i o n s h i p s .  .  I  t h i n k  t h e re  a re  t h re e
p o te n t i a l  d a n g e r s  o r  l i m i t a t i o n s  i n
v i c a r i o u s  re l a t i o n s h i p s .  I  t h i n k  t h e re  a re
t h re e  p o te n t i a l  d a n g e r s  o r  l i m i t a t i o n s  i n
v i c a r i o u s  re l a t i o n s h i p s .  O n e  wo u l d  b e  t h a t
t h e  t a rg e t  o f  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,
g a i n s  a  ce r t a i n  a m o u n t  o f ,  we  wo u l d
s u g g e s t ,  m o ra l  p owe r  ove r  t h e  s u b j e c t .  A n
exa m p l e  o f  t h i s  wo u l d  b e  t h e  U K ' s
l o n g s t a n d i n g  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h
t h e  U n i te d  S t a te s  i n  t h e  s p e c i a l
re l a t i o n s h i p ,  o n e  co n s e q u e n ce  o f  w h i c h  i s
t h a t  t h e  U K  i s  f re q u e n t l y  l a m p o o n e d  a s
b e i n g  a  p o o d l e  to  Wa s h i n g to n ,  fo r
exa m p l e .  O r  yo u  m i g h t  t h i n k  a b o u t  t h e
U S' s  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  I s ra e l ,
w h i ch  i s  s o m e t h i n g  we  m i g h t  co m e  b a ck
to  a  b i t  l a te r  a s  we l l .  O r ,  U k ra i n e' s
v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  n o t  j u s t  t h e  U K ,
b u t  m a ny  We s te rn  co u n t r i e s  a n d  t h e i r
p o p u l a t i o n s  w i t h  U k ra i n e  a l s o  g ave
U kra i n e ,  a n d  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  Ze l e n s ky,
ce r t a i n  c a rd s  t h a t  h e  co u l d  u s e  i n
n e g o t i a t i n g  w i t h  t h o s e  co u n t r i e s .  T h a t
ce r t a i n l y  e n a b l e s  h i m  to  m o b i l i ze  s h a m e
a n d  s t i g m a t i z a t i o n  d y n a m i c s ,  fo r  exa m p l e .
A  s e co n d  l i m i t a t i o n  i s  t h a t  v i c a r i o u s
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s  a l s o  h ave  to  b e  a cce p te d  by
a  re l eva n t  a u d i e n ce .  S o ,  yo u  h ave  to  b e
a b l e  to  e s t a b l i s h  l e g i t i m a cy  fo r  t h e  c l a i m
yo u  a re  m a ki n g ,  t h a t  o t h e r s  t h i n k  t h a t  i t ' s
s o m e h ow  rea s o n a b l e  fo r  yo u  to  a c t u a l l y
m a n i fe s t  t h i s  s o r t  o f  a p p ro p r i a t i ve
re l a t i o n s h i p .  ( . )  S o  t h a t  g e t s  yo u  i n to  t h e
q u e s t i o n  o f  w h a t  we  wo u l d  te rm  a s  ‘ te l l i n g
r i g h t s ’ . H ow  d o  yo u  e s t a b l i s h  t h e s e  s o r t s  o f
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a n d  fa m i l i e s  a n d  e s s e n t i a l l y  l a u g h i n g  a t
t h e m ,  fo r  exa m p l e .  A t  t h a t  p o i n t ,
v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  b e co m e s
s o m ew h a t  m o re  u n co m fo r t a b l e ,  a n d  yo u
c a n  b e co m e  t a rn i s h e d .

EJ :  I  wo u l d  l i ke  to  b r i e f l y  s u m m a r i ze  yo u r
ex p l a n a t i o n  to  s e e  i f  I  g o t  i t  co r re c t l y .  S o ,
w h a t  I  l ea r n e d  i s  f i r s t  t h a t  t h i s
m e c h a n i s m  o f  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  i s
s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  d o e s n ' t  h a p p e n
a u to m a t i c a l l y  o r  ea s i l y ,  a n d  t h a t  i t ' s  n o t  a
p ro ce s s  t h a t  c a n  b e  p u r s u e d  s t ra te g i c a l l y
o r  i n s t r u m e n t a l l y .  Pro b a b l y  t h e re  a re
s o m e  a c to r s  t h a t  d e l i b e ra te l y  t r y  to  ra i s e
s u p p o r t  fo r  U k ra i n e  o r  p u s h  towa rd s  a
re i nv i g o ra t i o n  o f  N ATO,  b u t  t h a t  t h e s e
te l l i n g  r i g h t s  g e t  a cce p te d ,  t h a t  t h e
a u d i e n ce  rea l l y  g e t s  i nve s te d  i n  t h i s
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  p ro ce s s  i s  n o t  s o m e t h i n g
t h a t  yo u  c a n  a b s o l u te l y  co n t ro l  o r
fa b r i c a te .  A n d  I  t h i n k  t h i s  a l s o  l i n ks  to
t h e  l a s t  a s p e c t  yo u  m e n t i o n e d ,  t h a t  i t
c a n  a l s o  n o t  b e  ea s i l y  reve r s e d  i n  t h e
c a s e  t h a t  t h e  o b j e c t  o f  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n
b e co m e s  p ro b l e m a t i c .  A n d  t h e n  w i t h
re g a rd  to  t h e  r i s k ,  I  n o t i ce d  s o m e t h i n g
t h a t  yo u  o n l y  m e n t i o n e d  i n  p a s s i n g :
a n o t h e r  d ow n s i d e  o f  t h i s  p ro ce s s  i s  t h a t
i t  i s  a l s o  a  p a t ro n i z i n g  a c t .  A n d  t h a t ' s
a l s o  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  we  c a n  u n d e r s t a n d
b e tte r  w h e n  re m e m b e r i n g  yo u r  a n a l o g y
to  p a re n t a l  re l a t i o n s h i p s ,  w h e re  i t  i s
i n d e e d  a  h i e ra rc h i c a l  p a te rn a l i s t i c
re l a t i o n s h i p  i n  w h i ch  s o m e o n e  p ro j e c t s
s o m e  re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  c h a ra c te r i s t i c s ,  o r
ex p e c t a t i o n s  o n to  s o m e o n e  e l s e .  A n d  i n
t u rn ,  t h e  r i s k  fo r  t h e  s u b j e c t  -  t h e
co l l e c t i ve  o r  i n d i v i d u a l  -  t h a t  i d e n t i f i e s
w i t h  s o m e o n e  e l s e  i s  t h a t  t h i s  m a ke s  yo u
v u l n e ra b l e  to  b e i n g  ex p l o i te d  by  o r  b e i n g
d e p e n d e n t  o n  t h i s  o b j e c t  o f
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  S o ,  d i d  I  g e t  t h e  d y n a m i c s
o f  t h i s  re l a t i o n s h i p  co rre c t l y ?  O r  d o  yo u
wa n t  to  c l a r i f y  s o m e t h i n g ?
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CB :  I  wo u l d  j u s t  c l a r i f y  t h a t  i t ' s  n o t
a l way s  c l ea r  w h i c h  way  t h e  p owe r
re l a t i o n s h i p  g o e s  i n  v i c a r i o u s
re l a t i o n s h i p s .  S o ,  I  t h i n k  t h a t ' s  m o re  a
co n tex t u a l  ty p e  o f  q u e s t i o n .  I t ' s  wo r t h
t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  w h e n  a re  s u ch
re l a t i o n s h i p s  te m p t i n g ?  A n d  -  fo l l ow i n g
o t h e r  l i te ra t u re  o n  t h i s  -  we  wo u l d  a rg u e
t h a t  t h ey ' re  m o re  l i ke l y  to  b e  te m p t i n g
i n  s i t u a t i o n s  i n  w h i c h  t h e  s u b j e c t  i s  n o
l o n g e r ,  fo r  w h a teve r  rea s o n ,  q u i te  a b l e
to  l i ve  u p  to  t h e  c l a i m s  t h a t  i t  m a ke s
a b o u t  i t s e l f .  N ow,  t h a t  m i g h t  b e  b e c a u s e
t h ey  h ave  a  l a c k  o f  o p p o r t u n i ty  to  d o  s o .
Fo r  i n s t a n ce ,  i f  yo u  d e c l a re  yo u r s e l f  t h e
d e fe n d e r  o f  t h e  f re e  wo r l d ,  b u t  yo u
d o n ' t  s e e m  to  h ave  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  to
d e fe n d  t h e  f re e  wo r l d ,  b u t  s o m e b o d y
e l s e  l o o ks  l i ke  t h ey  m i g h t  b e ,  t h e n  yo u  

m i g h t  c a re l e s s l y  i nve s t  i n  t h e m .  S o ,
t h e re  m i g h t  b e  a  q u e s t i o n  o f
o p p o r t u n i ty .  T h e re  m i g h t  b e  a
q u e s t i o n  o f  a  l a c k  o f  c a p a b i l i t i e s .  I n
t h e  B r i t i s h  co n tex t  we  a re  a t  t h i s  ve r y
m o m e n t  j u s t  g o i n g  t h ro u g h  a  n ew
s o r t  o f  d e fe n s e  rev i ew  a n d  t h e  U K
g ove rn m e n t  co n s i s te n t l y  p o r t ray s
i t s e l f  a s  b e i n g  a  m a j o r  d e fe n d e r  o f  t h e
f re e  wo r l d ,  b u t  i t s  m i l i t a r y
c a p a b i l i t i e s  d o n ' t  l o o k  eve n  re m o te l y
l i ke  i t  c a n  d o  t h a t .  I t ' s  re l i a n t  o n ,  a n d
h a s  h i s to r i c a l l y  b e e n  re l i a n t  o n ,
v i c a r i o u s l y  a p p ro p r i a t i n g  a n d  j o i n i n g
a l o n g s i d e  U S  m i l i t a r y  ve n t u re s .  A n d
t h a t ' s  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  s t a n d s  fo r  m a ny
E u ro p ea n  s t a te s ,  fo r  exa m p l e .  S o ,  yo u
m i g h t  n o t  h ave  t h e  c a p a b i l i ty ,  yo u
m i g h t  a l s o  n o t  h ave  t h e  w i l l ,  b u t
s o m e b o d y  e l s e  m i g h t  h ave  t h e  w i l l .
E J :  I  wo u l d  l i ke  to  t a ke  u p  t h e
q u e s t i o n  w h a t  i s  te m p t i n g  a b o u t
v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,  b e c a u s e  w h a t
I ' m  s t i l l  a  b i t  l a c k i n g  i s :  w h a t  i s  t h e
ro l e  o f  h u m o r  i n  s u c h  p ro ce s s e s  o f
v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n?  I n  fa c t ,  t h a t ' s
t h e  to p i c  t h a t  we  s t a r te d  o u t  w i t h ,
a n d  I  s t i l l  d o n ' t  g e t  i t  exa c t l y  i n to  t h e
p i c t u re  o f  t h i s  p ro ce s s .  
J B :  T h e re ' s  a  d y n a m i c  I ' d  l i ke  to  c l a r i f y
h e re ,  w h i ch  i s  t h e  v i ra l i ty  o f  h u m o r ,
t h e  b o tto m  u p  a s p e c t s  o f  h u m o r ,  t h e
fa c t  t h a t  i t  re s o n a te s ,  t h e  fa c t  t h a t
t h e re  we re  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s  w i t h  t h e
i ro ny  o f  U kra i n e .  To  s o m e  ex te n t  t h i s
wa s  a  p o p u l a r  a n d  eve r yd ay
fo rm a t i o n .  B u t  t h e n  t h e re  wa s  a
te m p t a t i o n  o n  t h e  p a r t  o f  e l i te s  a n d
s t a te  l ea d e r s  to  i n s t r u m e n t a l i ze  t h a t
to  t h e  l a rg e r  p o i n t .  J u s t  to  e ch o  w h a t
C h r i s  wa s  s ay i n g :  v i c a r i o u s
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  i s  a  re l a t i o n s h i p .  A n d
j u s t  a s   

“ th e  UK has
ident i f ied  with

Ukra in e  through
hum or ,  Ukra in e

has  a lso
prom oted th is

v icar ious
ident i f icat ion

through hum or .”
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T h e re ' s  a  ve r y  fa m o u s  exa m p l e  o f  t h i s :
t h e re  wa s  a  R u s s i a n  wa r s h i p  t h a t  wa s
a tte m p t i n g  to  t a ke  S n a ke  I s l a n d  a n d  t h a t
wa s  e n g a g i n g  i n  ra d i o  co m m u n i c a t i o n s
w i t h  t h e  U kra i n i a n s  w h o  we re  o n  t h e
i s l a n d .  

EJ :  I t  wa s  i n  Fe b r u a r y  2 0 2 2 .

JB :  A n d  t h e  co m m u n i c a t i o n  wa s  ve r y
c l ea r  t h a t  yo u ' re  i n  a  l o t  o f  t ro u b l e  a n d
yo u  n e e d  to  s u r re n d e r  o r  e l s e  yo u ' re
g o i n g  to  d i e  o r  wo rd s  to  t h a t  e f fe c t .  A n d
ve r y  fa m o u s l y  a n d  p a s s i o n a te l y  a n d  w i t h
co m p l e te  i r reve re n ce ,  t h e  U k ra i n i a n s
s a i d :  ‘ T h e  l a s t  co m m u n i c a t i o n  wa s :
R u s s i a n  wa r s h i p ,  g o  f u c k  yo u r s e l f . ’  A n d  i n
t h a t  m o m e n t ,  p e o p l e  we re  u n s u re  i f  t h e
p e o p l e  d i e d ,  i f  t h a t  wa s  t h e i r  l a s t  eve r
wo rd s .  A n d  i t  wa s  co n s i d e re d  to  b e  t h i s
ve r y  k i n d  o f  i m p o r t a n t  m o m e n t  o f
d e f i a n ce  o n l i n e .  A n d  a  l o t  o f  p e o p l e
i nve s te d  i n  t h i s  p h ra s e  ‘ R u s s i a n  wa r s h i p ,
g o  f u ck  yo u r s e l f ’  b e c a u s e  t h a t ' s  t h e
wa r t i m e  s p i r i t  t h a t  wa s  rea l l y  s h i n i n g
t h ro u g h  l i ke  b rave r y  i n  t h e  fa ce  o f  d ea t h .
A n d  I  t h i n k  a  l o t  o f  B r i t i s h  p e o p l e
i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h  t h a t  a s  we l l .  W h a t  wa s
i n te re s t i n g  a b o u t  t h a t  i s  i t  b e c a m e  ve r y
a tt ra c t i ve  to  b o t h  t h e  U K ,  b u t  p a r t i c u l a r l y
to  U kra i n e ,  t h a t  t h i s  wa s  a  sy m b o l ,  a
sy m b o l  o f  d e f i a n ce ,  o f  b rave r y,  o f  h u m o r
i n  fa ce  o f  d rea d .  ( . . . )  A n d  t h e  U kra i n i a n
g ove rn m e n t  co m m i s s i o n e d  a n  a r t i s t  to
re p re s e n t  t h i s  m o m e n t  i n  a  s t a m p.  ( . . . )

63

 A n d  i t  wa s  a  k i n d  o f  co m m e m o ra t i ve
s t a m p  ‘ R u s s i a n  wa r s h i p ,  g o  f u c k
yo u r s e l f ’ ,  a n d  p re s e n te d  i t  to  t h e
d e fe n s e  s e c re t a r y  i n  t h e  U K  a t  t h e
t i m e ,  B e n  Wa l l a ce .  A n d  h e  wa s  ve r y
p ro u d  a n d  h e  wo re  T- s h i r t s  t h a t  s a i d
‘ R u s s i a n  wa r s h i p ,  g o  f u c k  yo u r s e l f ’ .
A n d  eve r yo n e  wa s  s t a r t i n g  to  t h e n  t u r n
t h i s  i n to  a n  i n s t r u m e n t a l  t h i n g  l i ke
t h i s  wa s  p a r t  o f  o u r  fo rm a l
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  A n d  a t  t h a t  p o i n t ,  t h e
B r i t i s h  M a r i t i m e  M u s e u m  a c t u a l l y  p u t
t h e s e  o r i g i n a l  co m m e m o ra t i ve  p r i n t s
i n to  t h e i r  m u s e u m  a s  t h e  h i s to r y  o f
B r i t i s h  m a r i t i m e  h i s to r y.  T h a t  o u r
m i l i t a r y  h i s to r y  i s  n ow  i d e n t i f i e d  w i t h
U kra i n i a n  h i s to r y.  A n d  t h i s  i s  a  p a r t  o f
u s .  A n d  s o ,  a l b e i t  t h e re  a re  i n s t a b i l i t i e s
i n  t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  b e twe e n  t h e  U K
a n d  U kra i n e ,  I  wo u l d  s ay  o n e  t h i n g
t h a t ' s  rea l l y  s to o d  t h e  te s t  o f  t i m e  i s :
i t ' s  d o n e  a  j o b  fo r  B r i t a i n .  B r i t a i n  i s
h a p py  w i t h  i t s e l f  o n  t h i s  i s s u e .  T h e re
a re  ve r y  few  s u b j e c t s  w h e re  t h e
Co n s e r va t i ve  Pa r ty  a n d  t h e  L a b o u r
Pa r ty  w i l l  to t a l l y  a g re e .  A n d  U kra i n e  i s
b a s i c a l l y  o n e  o f  t h e m .  T h i s  i s  a  t h i n g
w h e re  t h e  B r i t i s h  a re  b a s i c a l l y  a l i g n e d .
T h e  c a u s e  o f  U k ra i n e  i s  j u s t .  T h e re
m i g h t  b e  te n s i o n .  S o ,  a t  s o m e  s t a g e ,
we' re  ve r y  h a p py  w i t h  U k ra i n i a n
i m m i g ra n t s .  A t  a  ce r t a i n  s t a g e ,  we' re
l i ke  ‘ O K ,  b u t  w h e n  d o e s  t h i s  e n d  n ow ? ’
A t  s o m e  s t a g e ,  we' re  ve r y  exc i te d
a b o u t  t h e  E u rov i s i o n  S o n g  Co n te s t .  

Image :  Postage  s tamp «Russ ian  warsh ip ,  go…!  G lory  to  Ukra ine !» .
2022  Wik imedia  Commons ,  Publ ic  Domain
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W h a t  i s  t h e  d i f fe re n ce  h e re  to  t h e  wa r
i n  U kra i n e?
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CB :  Le t  m e  g i ve  a  f i r s t  a n swe r  a n d
t h e n  J a m e s  m i g h t  s ay  a  b i t  m o re
a b o u t  t h e  h u m o r  s i d e  o f  i t .  S o ,  i t ' s  n o t
t h a t  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  h a s n ' t
b e e n  p re s e n t ,  b u t  i t  i s  m u ch  m o re
co n te s te d .  S o ,  o n e  o f  t h e  i n t r i g u i n g
d i f fe re n ce s  b e twe e n  U k ra i n e  a n d
I s ra e l /G a z a  wo u l d  b e  t h a t  -  t r u t h  b e
to l d  -  U k ra i n e  wa s  a  b l a n k  s l a te  fo r
m o s t  B r i t i s h  p e o p l e .  Pe o p l e  d i d n ' t
k n ow  a ny t h i n g  a b o u t  U k ra i n e .  A n d
a l s o ,  U k ra i n e  wa s  k i n d  o f  ove r  t h e re .
T h e re  wa s  n o  rea l  s e n s e  i n  t h e  U K  t h a t
t h i s  m i g h t  co m e  h e re .  T h a t  o bv i o u s l y
fe l t  ve r y  d i f fe re n t  i f  yo u ' re  i n  t h e
B a l t i c  s t a te s  o r  Po l a n d .  S o  t h a t  m a d e
t h a t  m ove  p ro b a b l y  ea s i e r .  O f  co u r s e ,
B r i t i s h  p e o p l e  a re  m u ch  m o re  awa re  o f
-  eve n  i f  t h ey  d o n ' t  k n ow  i t  we l l  -
h i s to r i e s  i n  t h e  M i d d l e  E a s t  to  s o m e
d e g re e .  A n d  t h ey  w i l l  b e  awa re  t h a t ,
B r i t a i n  h a s  p l aye d  a  ro l e  i n  t h e  h i s to r y
o f  I s ra e l / Pa l e s t i n e .  A n d  i t ' s  n o t
n e ce s s a r i l y  a  co m fo r t a b l e  ro l e .  I t ' s
ce r t a i n l y  a  co m p l i c a t i n g  ro l e .  S o ,  i t ' s
h a rd e r  to  te l l  j u s t  b l a ck  a n d  w h i te
s to r i e s .  B u t  t h e  p o i n t  a b o u t  s ay i n g  i t ' s
m u c h  m o re  co n te s te d  i s :  O ve r  U kra i n e ,
t h e  s t a te  i t s e l f  a n d  p u b l i c  i n s t i t u t i o n s
a l m o s t  i m m e d i a te l y  j u m p e d  o n to
v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  U kra i n e
o r  i n i t i a l  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  b e co m i n g
v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,  w h i c h  we  s aw
t h ro u g h  t h e  s t a te m e n t s  o f  d i f fe re n t
o rg a n i z a t i o n s ,  t h e  l i g h t i n g  u p  o f
p u b l i c  b u i l d i n g s  i n  U k ra i n i a n  co l o r s
l i ke  We m b l ey  S t a d i u m ,  fo r  exa m p l e .
T h a t  n eve r  h a p p e n e d  a f te r  O c to b e r
7t h  i n  I s ra e l .  A n d  t h a t  b e c a m e  a  p o i n t
o f  co n te s t a t i o n  fo r  I s ra e l  w i t h  t h e  U K .
S o ,  t h e  s t a te  a n d  p u b l i c  i n s t i t u t i o n s
l i ke  u n i ve r s i t i e s  h ave  s t aye d  c l ea r  o f
a d o p t i n g  a  p a r t i c u l a r  p o s i t i o n  i n
g e n e ra l ,  eve n  i f  t h e  s t a te  h a s  b e e n
p rov i d i n g  m i l i t a r y  s u p p o r t  to  I s ra e l .
T h i s  h a s n ' t  b e e n  a b o u t  v i c a r i o u s
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h i n  s o c i e ty,  o f
co u r s e .  T h e re  a re  g ro u p s  t h a t  h ave
b e e n  v i c a r i o u s l y  i d e n t i f y i n g  o n
d i f fe re n t  s i d e s .  A n d  t h a t ,  o f  co u r s e ,
p o te n t i a l l y  b r i n g s  I s ra e l /G a z a  b a ck
h o m e  i n  a  m u ch  m o re  co n te s te d  way.  

CB :  A b s o l u te l y .  A n d  t h e n  h u m o r  t h e n
a l s o  p l ay s  p a r t  o f  t h e  ro l e  i n
d i s c i p l i n i n g  a ro u n d  t h a t  a s  we l l .  T h e
s t i g m a t i z a t i o n  o f  a nyo n e  w h o  wo u l d
wa n t  to  co m p l i c a te  t h e  n a r ra t i ve  i n
a ny  way,  s t a r t  a s k i n g  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t
t h e  c a u s e s  o r  d i re c t i o n  o f  co n f l i c t ,  t h e
l eve l  o f  s u p p o r t  a n d  s o  o n .  H u m o r  h a s
a l s o  f u n c t i o n e d  i n  t h a t  way.

JB :  Yea h .  T h ey ' re  t i n fo i l  h a t s  o r  P u t i n
a p o l o g i s t s .  

EJ :  I  t h i n k  we  h ave  n ow  g o t  a  rea l l y
g o o d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  w h a t  yo u  m ea n
by  s ay i n g  t h a t  t h e  wa r  i n  U kra i n e  wa s
f u n  fo r  t h e  U K .  W h a t  yo u  m ea n  i s  t h i s
co n ce p t  o f  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  a n d
t h e  k i n d  o f  p o s i t i ve  p o l i t i c a l  e f fe c t s
t h a t  i t  h a d  fo r  t h e  B r i t i s h  s e l f - i d e n t i ty
a n d  s e l f - e s te e m  a n d  s e c u r i ty .  B u t  yo u
s t i l l  owe  u s  a n  a n swe r  to  t h e  q u e s t i o n ,
w hy  t h e  wa r  i n  G a z a  i s  n o t  a s  m u ch
f u n .  D o e s  t h i s  m ea n  t h a t  t h e  p ro ce s s
o f  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  d o e s n ' t  wo r k
t h e re?  O r  w h a t  i s  t h e  rea s o n?

EJ :  I  t h i n k  n ow  I  h ave  j u s t  rea l i ze d  h ow
i n c re d i b l e  t h i s  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n
c a n  wo rk  o r  a t  l ea s t  wo rke d  i n  t h i s
c a s e .  We  kn ow  t h a t  wa r s  a re  n a t i o n
fo rg i n g  o p e ra t i o n s .  S o  eve n  i f  t h e re
h a s  b e e n  p o l a r i z a t i o n  o r  f r i c t i o n ,  i f  a
co u n t r y  i s  a tt a c ke d  o r  h a s  to  d e fe n d
i t s e l f ,  t h e n  p e o p l e  te n d  to  ra l l y  a ro u n d
t h e  f l a g .  A n d  U kra i n e  i s  ce r t a i n l y  a
p r i m e  exa m p l e  fo r  t h i s :  we  g e t  t h e
i m p re s s i o n  t h a t  t h e  w h o l e  n a t i o n
s t a n d s  u p  a n d  i s  rea d y.  Pro b a b l y,  i t ' s
n o t  a s  h o m o g e n e o u s  a s  i t  s e e m s ,  b u t
t h e re  i s  d e f i n i te l y  a  s t ro n g  s t a n d i n g
to g e t h e r ,  a n  i nv i g o ra t i o n  o f  n a t i o n a l
s e n s e  a n d  i d e n t i ty  a n d  s u p p o r t  fo r  t h e
n a t i o n .  A n d  w h a t  yo u  j u s t  d e s c r i b e d
m a ke s  t h e  i m p re s s i o n  t h a t  -  t h ro u g h
t h i s  p ro ce s s  o f  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n
-  i t  h a s  eve n  t h e  s a m e  e f fe c t  i n  B r i t a i n .
S o  t h e re  h a s  b e e n  s o  m u c h  f r i c t i o n
b e twe e n  t h e  B rex i te e r s  a n d  t h e
R e m a i n e r s .  B u t  t h i s  i s  n ow  o n e  t h i n g
w h e re  we  co u l d  a l l  u n i te ,  w h e re  we
co u l d  b e  o n  t h e  s a m e  p a g e .  S o ,  a s  i f  i t
wa s  l i ke  a  ra l l y i n g  a ro u n d  t h e  f l a g
m o m e n t  fo r  t h e  U K  s o c i e ty  a s  we l l .  D i d
I  g e t  t h a t  r i g h t?  I f  ye s ,  I  f i n d  t h i s
rea l l y ,  rea l l y  a m a z i n g .

A n d  a t  ce r t a i n  p o i n t s ,  we' re  l i ke  ‘ O K ,
b u t  co u l d  we  w i n  i t  o n ce  m ay b e? ’  A n d
s o  fo r t h .  B u t  t h e  d y n a m i c  o f  v i c a r i o u s
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  re l a t i o n s h i p  i s  t h a t  b o t h
s e l f  a n d  o t h e r  g e t  s o m e t h i n g  o u t  o f  i t .

JB :  I t ' s  a n  i n te re s t i n g  co m p a r i s o n
b e c a u s e  we  fe e l  l i ke  U k ra i n e  s ay s
q u i te  a  l o t  a b o u t  t h e  U K .  A n d  i f  we
we re  to  t h i n k  a b o u t  t h e  U K  a n d
p ro b a b l y  t h e  U S ,  t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n
w i t h  I s ra e l  a n d  Pa l e s t i n e  a n d  i t s  
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co n te s te d  n a t u re  a l s o  s ay s  q u i te  a  l o t
a b o u t  t h e  U K  a n d  t h e  U S .  A n d  i t  s ay s  t h a t
we' re  rea l l y  u n s u re .  We  rea l l y  d o n ' t  k n ow
h ow  to  s u p p o r t  t h o s e  t h i n g s  we   va l u e  –
“ h u m a n  r i g h t s ,  d e m o c ra cy,  s o l i d
sy m p a t hy  w i t h  v u l n e ra b i l i ty ,  e tc . ,  e tc .
B e c a u s e  t h e  c a s e  i s  -  I  d o n ' t  k n ow  i f  t h i s
i s  a  co n t rove r s i a l  t h i n g  to  s ay  -  t h e  c a s e  i s
co m p l ex  a n d  ve r y  d i f f i c u l t  a n d  aw f u l  a n d
t ra g i c .  A n d  i t ' s  q u i te  h a rd  to  d e c i p h e r  t h e
p o l i t i c s  o f  i t .  S o ,  we  s t a r t  w i t h  t h a t  i d ea ,
t h a t  p rovo c a t i ve  i d ea  t h a t  i t ' s  n o t  a s
m u c h  f u n .  B u t  t h e n  h u m o r  i s  n o t  a b s e n t .
( . . . )  A n d  t h a t ' s  rea l l y  i n te re s t i n g  fo r  u s  to
t ra ce  t h e  l i n e s  o f  w h a t  h u m o r  d o e s ,
b e c a u s e  -  a g a i n ,  i n  te rm s  o f  t h e
co m p a r i s o n  -  t h e re ' s  a rg u a b l y  a  s i m i l a r
a m o u n t ,  i f  n o t  m o re ,  m i l i t a r y  s u p p o r t  by
t h e  U S  a n d  U K  fo r  I s ra e l  i n  i t s  p ra c t i ce s  i n
G a z a .

EJ :  Co m p a re d  to  U k ra i n e .  

JB :  Yea h .  B u t  t h e re  i s n ' t  a  s i m i l a r  l eve l  o f
s t a te - d e c l a re d  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n
w i t h  t h e  c a u s e .  T h e re  wa s  a t  t h e  s t a r t ,  J o e
B i d e n  re fe r re d  to  i t  a s  f i f te e n  ‘ N i n e -
e l eve n s ’ .  S o ,  ex p re s s i n g  t h e  t ra u m a  o f  t h e
o r i g i n a l  O c to b e r  t h e  7t h  a c t i o n s  i n  te rm s
o f  9/ 1 1 ,  a  ve r y  A m e r i c a n  t ra g e d y.  I n  t h e
U K ,  t h e  B r i t i s h  g ove rn m e n t  b e g a n
l i g h t i n g  u p  t h e  h o u s e s  o f  Pa r l i a m e n t  a n d
N u m b e r  1 0  i n  D ow n i n g  S t re e t [ 5 ]  i n  t h e
co l o r s  o f  I s ra e l  to  ex p re s s  s o l i d a r i ty .  B u t
t h e n  ve r y  q u i c k l y  s t a r te d  to  to n e  i t  d ow n .
A n d  s o ,  w h a t  we' ve  s e e n ,  I  t h i n k ,  i s  a  k i n d
o f  a  g e n e ra l  s e n s e  t h a t ,  ye s ,  t h e  v i c a r i o u s
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  i s  co n te s te d .  T h e re  a re  a  l o t
o f  p e o p l e  w h o  ex p re s s  sy m p a t hy  w i t h
O c to b e r  t h e  7t h ,  b u t  t h e re  a re  a  l o t  o f
p e o p l e  t h a t  t h i n k  t h e  c a u s e  o f  Pa l e s t i n e
i s  m o re  co m p l i c a te d  a n d  l o n g e r  t h a n
s i m p l y  O c to b e r  t h e  7t h .  S o ,  w h a t  we' ve
s e e n  i n s tea d  i s  a  k i n d  o f  a  d i s c i p l i n a r y
h u m o r  w h e re  t h e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  t h e
c a u s e  o f  Pa l e s t i n i a n s  i s  l a rg e l y
re co g n i ze d  a s  l e g i t i m a te .  B u t
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  H a m a s  h a s  b e e n
re g u l a r l y  q u e s t i o n e d  a n d  d e r i d e d  a s  a
p o te n t i a l  exce s s  o f  t h i s  v i c a r i o u s
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  S o ,  t h e  h u m o r  we' re
i n te re s te d  i n  h a s  b e e n  t h e  r i d i c u l e  o f
t h e s e  k i n d  o f  exce s s i ve  m o m e n t s  o f
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  Pa l e s t i n i a n s .  Yo u
m i g h t  re m e m b e r  s o m e  o f  t h e  twe e t s  by
a c a d e m i c s  a t  t h e  t i m e  t h a t  s a i d ,  w h a t  d i d
yo u  t h i n k  d e co l o n i z a t i o n  wa s  a b o u t?  
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Vi b e s ,  p a p e r s ,  e s s ay s ,  l o s e r s .  Yo u
m i g h t  re m e m b e r  t h e  B l a c k  L i ve s
M a tte r  twe e te d  o u t  a n d  s a i d  i t
s u p p o r te d  Pa l e s t i n e  a n d  u s e d  a n
e f f i g y  o f  a  p a ra g l i d e r .  A n d  i n  fa c t ,  t h e
p a ra g l i d e r  w h i c h  wa s  u s e d  to  f l y  i n to
I s ra e l  o n  O c to b e r  7t h  h a s  b e e n
s o m e t h i n g  o f  a  sy m b o l  fo r  p ro -
Pa l e s t i n e  s o l i d a r i t i e s .  A n d  we  wo u l d
d e fe r  to  o u r  co l l ea g u e  H e l l e  M a l mv i g
w h o  h a s  b e e n  l o o k i n g  a t  t h e  va r i o u s
way s  i n  w h i c h  h u m o r  h a s  b e e n  u s e d  to
s i m p l i f y  t h e  p o l i t i c s ,  to  s h ow
s o l i d a r i ty  w i t h  a  k i n d  o f  a n
a sy m m e t r i c  f i g h t ,  a  re s i s t a n ce  f i g h t
w h e re  yo u  h ave  to  u s e  to o l s  l i ke  h a n g
g l i d e r s  a n d  s o  fo r t h .  S o ,  i f  yo u  t h i n k  o f
t h e  exa m p l e  o f  t h e  U S :  h i s to r i c a l l y ,
t h e  U S  h a s  h a d  a  s t ro n g  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n
w i t h  I s ra e l  b e c a u s e  i t ' s  l i ke  a  h e ro i c
s t a te  fo r  t h e  U S .  T h e  U S ,  w h i c h  wo u l d
l o s e  wa r s  l i ke  Vi e t n a m ,  co u l d  a l way s
l o o k  to  I s ra e l  a n d  s e e  a  co u n t r y  t h a t
wo u l d  w i n  i t s  wa r s .  T h e re  wa s  a n
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  c a u s e  o f
J ew i s h  I s ra e l i s  i n  re l a t i o n  to  Z i o n i s m
a n d  re s p o n s e s  to  t h e  H o l o c a u s t .  B u t
t h a t ' s  s o m ew h a t  o f  a  g e n e ra t i o n a l
t h i n g .  A n d  t h i s  g e n e ra t i o n  i s  ex p o s e d
to  t h i n g s  l i ke  s o c i a l  m e d i a ,  w h e re  t h ey
s e e  k i n d  o f  re g u l a r  a c t s  o f  v i o l e n ce  i n
G a z a .  A n d  t h e  h u m o r  t h a t  h a s  evo l ve d
a ro u n d  t h i s  h a s  b e e n  a l o n g  t h o s e
l i n e s  to  a l m o s t  p o l i ce  p ro - Pa l e s t i n i a n
v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  t h ro u g h
r i d i c u l e ,  t h a t  yo u  a re  b e i n g  c h i l d i s h ,
yo u  a re  s e e k i n g  to  co s p l ay  a s  G a z a n s
yo u r s e l f .  T h e re  wa s  a  n u m b e r  o f  j o ke s
d u r i n g  t h e  o cc u p a t i o n  o f  Co l u m b i a
U n i ve r s i ty [ 6 ]  t h a t  s u g g e s te d  t h a t  t h e
s t u d e n t s  we re  e s s e n t i a l l y
p e r fo rm a n ce  o r  t h ea te r  s t u d i e s
s t u d e n t s  w h o  we re  d re s s i n g  u p  a n d
co s p l ay i n g  a s  re f u g e e s  t h e m s e l ve s
a n d  t h ey  we re  a s k i n g  fo r
h u m a n i t a r i a n  a i d  a n d  s o  fo r t h .  S o ,
t h e re ' s  t h i s  k i n d  o f  r i d i c u l e  a n d  o f
p u tt i n g  d ow n  t h e s e  g ro u p s .  O f  co u r s e ,
J o e  B i d e n  re fe r re d  to  t h e  p ro te s te r s  a s
u n -A m e r i c a n .  A n d  w i t h i n  t h i s ,  we
wo u l d  s ay  t h e re  a re  ce r t a i n l y  s o m e
rea c t i o n a r y  e l e m e n t s .  S o ,  i t ' s
i n te re s t i n g  t h a t  t h e  fa r  r i g h t ,  p e o p l e
l i ke  To m my  R o b i n s o n ,  h ave  g o t
i nvo l ve d  w i t h  o n e  o f  t h e  c l a s s i c
d o u b l e  s t a n d a rd s  o r  w h a t ' s  a
b o u n d a r y- ty p e  a rg u m e n t  w h e re  

[ 6 ]  S t u d e n t s  o f  Co l u m b i a  U n i ve r s i ty  i n  N ew  Yo r k  C i ty  –  a n d  o f  o t h e r  U S  u n i ve r s i t i e s  -  s e t  u p  a n  e n c a m p m e n t  to  s h ow  t h e i r
s o l i d a r i ty  w i t h  Pa l e s t i n i a n s  a n d  p u s h  t h e i r  u n i ve r s i t i e s  to  d i ve s t  f ro m  co m p a n i e s  w i t h  b u s i n e s s  t i e s  to  t h e  I s ra e l i
g ove rn m e n t .

[ 5 ]  1 0  D ow n i n g  S t re e t  i n  L o n d o n  i s  t h e  o f f i c i a l  re s i d e n ce  a n d  o f f i ce  o f  t h e  B r i t i s h  Pr i m e  M i n i s te r .
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t h ey ' ve  r i d i c u l e d  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  q u e e r
s o l i d a r i ty  w i t h  Pa l e s t i n e .  A n d  t h e  r i d i c u l e
i s  a l o n g  t h e  l i n e s :  i t ' s  g rea t  t h a t  q u e e r s
fe e l  sy m p a t hy  fo r  Pa l e s t i n i a n s ,  b u t  i f  yo u
we re  q u e e r  a n d  l i v i n g  i n  Pa l e s t i n e ,  yo u
wo u l d  h ave  a  m u c h  h a rd e r  l i fe  b e c a u s e
H a m a s  h a s  ve r y  s t r i c t  p o l i c i e s  o n
s exu a l i ty  a n d  s o  fo r t h .  S o ,  t h i s  i s  a  k i n d
o f  rea c t i o n a r y  fo r m  o f  h u m o r  t h a t  i s
o bv i o u s l y  p l ay i n g  to  fa r  r i g h t  m o t i f s .  B u t
we' re  a l s o  i n te re s te d  i n  t h e  ve r y  f u n
e l e m e n t s  o f  i t  a n d  t h e  e l e m e n t s  w h i c h
ex p o s e  s o m e  o f  t h e  o n to l o g i c a l  s e c u r i ty
d y n a m i c s  w i t h i n  t h e  We s t .  Fo r  i n s t a n ce ,
a  co m e d i a n  c a l l e d  T i m  D i l l o n  s a i d  t h a t  i t
i s  s o r t  o f  a m a z i n g  h ow  exc i t i n g  t h e s e
m o m e n t s  a re ,  h ow  c a rn i va l e s q u e  t h ey
a re .  A n d  h e  p l aye d  a ro u n d  w i t h  t h e  i d ea
o f  t h e s e  wo ke  s t u d e n t s  i d e n t i f y i n g  w i t h
I ra n .  A n d  h e  p l aye d  o n  q u e e r s  fo r
Pa l e s t i n e  w i t h  ‘ t ra n s  fo r  I ra n ’  a n d  h a d
t h i s  n o t i o n  o f  a  h u g e  c u l t u ra l  u p l i f t  i n
favo r  o f  I ra n .  A n d  i t  wa s  exa g g e ra te d  a n d
s i l l y  a n d  f u n ,  b u t  i t  wa s  i n te re s t i n g  t h a t
two  o r  t h re e  we e ks  l a te r ,  t h e  Aya to l l a h
K h a m e n e i  a c t u a l l y  wa s  twe e t i n g  h i s
s u p p o r t  a n d  s o l i d a r i ty  w i t h  t h e  s t u d e n t s
i n  Co l o m b i a  a n d  o f fe r i n g  t h a t  t h ey  co u l d
g o  to  I ra n  a n d  t h ey  co u l d  s t u d y  fo r  f re e
i n  I ra n i a n  u n i ve r s i t i e s .  T h e s e  we re  ea r l y
i d ea s  t h a t  we' re  t r y i n g  to  wo r k  o u t .  B u t
i t ' s  i n te re s t i n g  fo r  u s  t h a t  h u m o r  h a s
b e e n  a n  a l te r n a t i ve  way  to  d i s c i p l i n e
w h a t  yo u ' re  n o t  a l l owe d  to  t a l k  a b o u t  o r
w h a t  i s  n o t  a cce p t a b l e  s p e e ch  o r  w h a t
yo u ' re  n o t  a l l owe d  to  m a n i fe s t  i n  te rm s
o f  o u r  va l u e s  o f  t h e  We s t  a n d  o f  h u m a n
r i g h t s .  I  t h i n k ,  C h r i s ,  yo u  we re  t a l k i n g  a
l i t t l e  b i t  a b o u t  H i l l a r y  C l i n to n  o n  t h i s
to p i c .

CB :  Yea h .  S o ,  H i l l a r y  C l i n to n  wa s  o n  T V
a b o u t  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  S h e  b a s i c a l l y  to o k
t h e  l i n e  t h a t  p ro - Pa l e s t i n i a n  p ro te s te r s
a re  yo u n g ,  i m m a t u re  a n d  l a c k  a ny
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  h i s to r y.  S o m e  o f  t h e
re s p o n s e s  [ to  t h i s  i n te r v i ew ]  we re  a l o n g
t h e  l i n e s  t h a t  ‘ I  d o n ' t  n e e d  m u ch  o f  a n
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  h i s to r y  n e ce s s a r i l y  to
s e e  e t h n i c  c l ea n s i n g  o r  g e n o c i d e  t a k i n g
p l a ce  b e fo re  m e ’ .  B u t  t h e re  a re  s o m e
ve r y  i n te re s t i n g  re s p o n s e s  t h a t  t a ke  u s
b a c k  to  w h e re  we  s t a r te d :  t h e  q u e s t i o n
w h a t  h u m o r  i s  d o i n g  to  i n te r n a t i o n a l  o r
g l o b a l  p o l i t i c s ,  a n d  w h e re  we
e m p h a s i ze d  t h a t  t h e  ro l e  o f  s o c i a l
m e d i a  i s  q u i te  s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  t h i s
re s p e c t .  B e c a u s e  w h a t  c a m e  o u t  i n
s o m e  o f  t h e  re s p o n s e s  to  H i l l a r y  C l i n to n
wa s  t h e  fa c t  t h a t  d i f fe re n t  g e n e ra t i o n s
-  p i c k i n g  u p  o n  J a m e s ' s  p o i n t  -  a re
s e e i n g  a  ve r y  d i f fe re n t  m e d i a t i ze d
co n f l i c t  n owa d ay s .  S o ,  H i l l a r y  C l i n to n  

a n d  t h e  b o o m e r s ,  i f  yo u  p u t  i t  t h a t
way,  t h ey  we re  s e e i n g  t h e  co n f l i c t  a s
m e d i a te d  by  [ t ra d i t i o n a l ]  m e d i a ,
w h e rea s  i t  wa s  p o i n te d  o u t  by  a
co u p l e  o f  re g i o n a l  s p e c i a l i s t s  t h a t  t h e
yo u n g e r  g e n e ra t i o n ,  t h ey  we re
rea d i n g  t h e  b o o ks ,  b u t  t h ey  we re  a l s o
s e e i n g  a l l  o f  t h e  v i d e o s  o n  s o c i a l
m e d i a  o f  d ea d  b a b i e s .  A n d  t h e re fo re ,
t h ey  h ave  a  ve r y  d i f fe re n t  m e d i a t i o n
o f  t h e  wa r .  D u e  to  t h a t ,  t h e  way  i n
w h i ch  v i c a r i o u s  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  i s
t a k i n g  p l a ce ,  i s  p e rh a p s  s h i f t i n g  a s
we l l .  H i s to r i c a l l y ,  U S  We s te rn  v i c a r i o u s
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i t h  I s ra e l  h a s  b e e n
m o re  d r i ve n  by  c u l t u ra l ,  c i v i l i z a t i o n a l
ty p e s  o f  d y n a m i c s .  B u t  w h a t  yo u ' re
s e e i n g  h e re  i s  i n s tea d  a  s h i f t  away
f ro m  t h e  c u l t u ra l  to  t h e  m o re
i d e o l o g i c a l .  T h e re  i s  a  l o t  o f  m o cke r y
a b o u t  ‘ h ow  i s  i t  t h a t  LG BT  p e o p l e
co u l d  b e  s t a n d i n g  w i t h  H a m a s? ’ .
W h a t ' s  g e tt i n g  m i s s e d  t h e re  i s  a  m o re
u n d e r l y i n g  fo u n d a t i o n a l  s e n s e  t h a t
t h i s  i s  p a r t  o f  a  m o re  g e n e ra l  s o c i a l
j u s t i ce  m ove  a ro u n d  s t a n d i n g  fo r  t h e
m a rg i n a l i ze d  a n d  s h a re d  h i s to r i e s  o f
o p p re s s i o n .

EJ :  I  a m  h a p py  t h a t  we  h ave  n ow  a l s o
t a l ke d  a b o u t  t h e  d i f fe re n t  fo rm s  t h a t
h u m o r  c a n  t a ke  ra n g i n g  f ro m  d a r k ,
a g g re s s i ve  to  e l a t i n g ,  p o s i t i ve ,
e n e rg i z i n g  fo r m s  o f  h u m o r .  A n d  we
h ave  a l s o  g o t  a  g o o d  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f
t h e s e  m e ch a n i s m s  o f  v i c a r i o u s
i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  i n  w h i ch  h u m o r  p l ay s  a
ro l e  b u t  i s  n o t  t h e  o n l y  e l e m e n t  t h a t
m a ke s  t h i s  p ro ce s s  wo r k .  T h i s  i s  s o
i n t r i g u i n g  t h a t  I  co u l d  g o  o n  w i t h  t h i s
co nve r s a t i o n ,  b u t  we  m u s t  co m e  to  a n
e n d  a t  s o m e  t i m e .  A n d  I  t h i n k  yo u
m a d e  a  rea l l y ,  rea l l y  i m p re s s i ve  c a s e
fo r  w h a t  a  fo c u s  o n  h u m o r  c a n  revea l
b o t h  a b o u t  n a t i o n a l  p o l i t i c s ,  b u t  a l s o
a b o u t  i n te r n a t i o n a l  p o l i t i c s .  S o ,  I  c a n
j u s t  s ay,  t h a n k  yo u  ve r y  m u c h  fo r  t h i s
co nve r s a t i o n .  T h i s  wa s  rea l  f u n .  T h i s
wa s  a  rea l l y ,  rea l l y  e n r i c h i n g
co nve r s a t i o n .  T h a n k  yo u  s o  m u ch  fo r
t a k i n g  t h e  t i m e  to d ay.  

CB/JB :  T h a n k  yo u .
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From Soldiering to
Humanitarianism
WAR VETERANS SEEKING THRILL,  PURPOSE AND
ATONEMENT IN UKRAINE
BY HEIDI  MOGSTAD

A t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  o f  A p r i l  2 0 2 2 ,  a b o u t  s i x  m o n t h s  a f te r  R u s s i a ’s  f u l l - s c a l e  i nva s i o n  o f  U kra i n e ,
A n to n i o  D e  L a u r i  a n d  I  t rave l l e d  w i t h  a  d o c u m e n t a r y  tea m  to  M e d y ka ,  t h e  b u s i e s t  b o rd e r
c ro s s i n g  b e twe e n  Po l a n d  a n d  U k ra i n e .  O u r  p u r p o s e  wa s  to  s p ea k  w i t h  s o m e  o f  t h e  m a ny
“o rd i n a r y ”  c i t i ze n s  we  h a d  l ea r n e d  we re  t rave l l i n g  to  t h e  n ew  wa r  t h ea t re  i n  E u ro p e  to  j o i n
t h e  U k ra i n i a n  Fo re i g n  L e g i o n .  W h a t  we  fo u n d  wa s  a  my r i a d  o f  a c to r s  d raw n  to  t h e  wa r  zo n e  —
o r  a t  l ea s t  to  w h a t  D e  G e n ova  ( 2 0 1 3 )  h a s  d e s c r i b e d  a s  “ t h e  b o rd e r  s p e c t a c l e . ”

M u c h  l i ke  L e svo s  d u r i n g  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  “ re f u g e e  c r i s i s , ”  t h e  U kra i n i a n - Po l i s h  b o rd e r  a tt ra c te d
p e o p l e  w i t h  a  w i d e  ra n g e  o f  m o t i va t i o n s  a n d  a g e n d a s .  We  s aw  j o u rn a l i s t s ,  ce l e b r i t i e s ,
re l i g i o u s  o rg a n i z a t i o n s ,  a n d  n u m e ro u s  h u m a n i t a r i a n  vo l u n te e r s ,  i n c l u d i n g  a  g ro u p  o f  C h i n e s e
d i s s i d e n t s  a n d  a  yo u n g  wo m a n  h a n d i n g  o u t  “ f re e  h u g s ”  a n d  K i n d e r  Eg g s .  W h i l e  t h e i r
i n te n t i o n s  s u re l y  va r i e d ,  t h ey  a l l  s e e m e d  to  s h a re  s o m e t h i n g  w i t h  t h e  h u m a n i t a r i a n
vo l u n te e r s  I  i n te r v i ewe d  o n  t h e  G re e k  b o rd e r  i s l a n d :  a  d e s i re  to  “ b e  t h e re ”  a n d  w i t n e s s
h i s to r y  u n fo l d i n g  w i t h  t h e i r  ow n  eye s  ( M o g s t a d  2 0 2 3 ;  Pa p a t a x i a rc h i s  2 0 1 6 ) .
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A l t h o u g h  we  s t aye d  i n  M e d y ka  o n l y  a  co u p l e  o f  d ay s ,  i t  wa s  s t r i k i n g  h ow  m a ny  wa r  ve te ra n s
we  e n co u n te re d  w h o  s a i d  t h ey  we re  g o i n g  to  U kra i n e  to  d o  h u m a n i t a r i a n  wo r k .  T h e s e
i n d i v i d u a l s  o f te n  ex p re s s e d  a  co m b i n a t i o n  o f  p e r s o n a l ,  m o ra l  a n d  s o m e t i m e s  i d e o l o g i c a l
m o t i va t i o n s ,  b l e n d i n g  a  t h i r s t  fo r  t h r i l l  o r  a d ve n t u re  w i t h  a  co m m i t m e n t  to  m a ke  a
d i f fe re n ce .  S o m e  ve te ra n s  a l s o  s e e m e d  d raw n  by  t h e  p o s s i b i l i ty  o f  re i nve n t i n g  t h e m s e l ve s  a s
e n t re p re n e u r s  o r  h u m a n i t a r i a n s .  Fo r  i n s t a n ce ,  a  N o r we g i a n  wa r  ve te ra n  I  m e t  e m p h a s i ze d
t h a t  U kra i n e  p ro m i s e d  b o t h  exc i te m e n t  a n d  p u r p o s e .  Eve n  t h o u g h  h e  h a d  i n i t i a l l y  p ro m i s e d
h i s  w i fe  n o t  to  e n te r  t h e  wa r  zo n e ,  h e  h a d  s eve ra l  t i m e s  d r i ve n  S U Vs  i n to  K h a r k i v  a n d  o t h e r
f ro n t l i n e  a rea s  to  d e l i ve r  fo o d ,  m e d i c i n e ,  a n d  o t h e r  s u p p l i e s .  A t  t h e  t i m e  we  m e t  h i m ,  h e  wa s
s p e n d i n g  a  few  d ay s  a t  t h e  b o rd e r  re c u p e ra t i n g  w h i l e  d i s t r i b u t i n g  fo o d  a n d  c l o t h e s  to
re f u g e e s  c ro s s i n g  ove r .  R e f l e c t i n g  o n  h i s  t ra n s i t i o n  to  c i v i l i a n  l i fe  a f te r  s eve ra l  to u r s  i n  t h e
B a l ka n s ,  Le b a n o n ,  a n d  A fg h a n i s t a n ,  h e  to l d  m e :
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“ T h e  wa r  d o e s  n o t  l e a ve  o u r  b o d i e s  w h e n  we  re t u r n  h o m e  f ro m  t h e  b a tt l e f i e l d .  We
ve te ra n s ,  we  a re  l i ke  ‘ s p e n te  b u e r ’  ( t i g h t  b ow s ) .  We  n e e d  to  g o  s o m ew h e re  to  re l e a s e
o u r  te n s i o n s . ”

Ye t  h e  a l s o  s t re s s e d  t h a t  h e  fo u n d  g rea t  m ea n i n g  i n  d o i n g  h u m a n i t a r i a n  wo rk  i n  U kra i n e ,
co n t ra s t i n g  t h i s  w i t h  t h e  i n c rea s i n g l y  m ea n i n g l e s s  “ a d ve n t u re ”  i n  A fg h a n i s t a n  ( s e e  M o g s t a d
2 0 24 ) .
A t  o n e  o f  t h e  h u m a n i t a r i a n  te n t s  by  t h e  b o rd e r ,  we  a l s o  m e t  a  D u tc h  ve te ra n  n a m e d  “ D i rk . ”
D i rk  h a d  s e r ve d  s eve ra l  to u r s  i n  A fg h a n i s t a n  a n d  I ra q ,  b u t  n ow  e m p h a s i ze d  t h a t  h e  wa s  h e re
to  d o  h u m a n i t a r i a n  wo rk .  B e fo re  l eav i n g  fo r  Po l a n d ,  h e  h a d  b o u g h t  a  l a rg e  o l d  b u s ,
re f u r b i s h e d  i t ,  a n d  p a i n te d  i t  w h i te .  T h e  n ex t  d ay,  h e  a n d  a n o t h e r  ve te ra n  p l a n n e d  to  d r i ve  to
Ky i v  to  d e l i ve r  m e d i c i n e  a n d  fo o d ,  a n d  to  b r i n g  b a c k  a s  m a ny  e l d e r l y  p e o p l e ,  wo m e n  a n d
ch i l d re n  a s  t h ey  co u l d  f i t  o n  b o a rd .  W h e n  we  a s ke d  D i rk  w hy  h e  wa s  d o i n g  t h i s ,  h e  ex p l a i n e d
t h a t  h e  h a d  t h e  n e ce s s a r y  s k i l l s  a n d  ex p e r i e n ce  to  n av i g a te  a  wa r  zo n e .  R e f l e c t i n g  o n  h i s
s h i f t  f ro m  s o l d i e r i n g  to  h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m ,  h e  a l s o  s a i d  t h a t  h e  “ wa n te d  to  s h a re  l ove  ra t h e r
t h a n  a g g re s s i o n ” .  
W h i l e  s o m e  d e s c r i b e d  t h e m s e l ve s  a s  a d re n a l i n e  j u n k i e s  o r  a d ve n t u re - s e e ke r s ,  m a ny  o f  t h e
s a m e  i n d i v i d u a l s  a l s o  f ra m e d  t h e i r  h u m a n i t a r i a n  wo rk  i n  U kra i n e  a s  a  way  to  h ea l  f ro m
t ra u m a t i z i n g  ex p e r i e n ce s  i n  I ra q  a n d  A fg h a n i s t a n .  S o m e  eve n  s p o ke  o f  t h e i r  t ra n s i t i o n  f ro m
s o l d i e r i n g  to  h u m a n i t a r i a n i s m  a s  a  way  to  “ a to n e ”  fo r  w h a t  t h ey  h a d  d o n e ,  to  “ m a ke  a m e n d s , ”
o r  to  re g a i n  a g e n cy  a n d  co n t ro l  o f  t h e i r  a c t i o n s  o u t s i d e  t h e  d i s c i p l i n a r y  s t r u c t u re s  o f  t h e
m i l i t a r y.

Image :  by  Anders  Here id  &  Vegard  Lund Bergheim 
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H oweve r ,  i t  i s  i m p o r t a n t  to  n o te  t h a t  s u ch  a to n e m e n t  d o e s  n o t  n e ce s s a r i l y  t a ke  t h e  fo r m  o f
h u m a n i t a r i a n  o r  n o n -v i o l e n t  a c t i o n ;  i t  m ay  a l s o  i nvo l ve  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  t h e  wa r  a s  s o l d i e r s .  A
D u tc h  s c h o l a r  I  l a te r  s p o ke  w i t h  to l d  m e  h e  h a d  m e t  s eve ra l  ve te ra n s  w h o  h a d  s e r ve d  w i t h
t h e  U N  d u r i n g  t h e  S re b re n i c a  m a s s a c re .  T h e  1 9 9 5  g e n o c i d e ,  p e rp e t ra te d  by  t h e  B o s n i a n  S e rb
a r my,  re s u l te d  i n  t h e  k i l l i n g  o f  m o re  t h a n  8 ,0 0 0  m e n  a n d  b oy s ,  t h e  d i s p l a ce m e n t  o f
t h o u s a n d s ,  a n d  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  e n t i re  co m m u n i t i e s  i n  S re b re n i c a — d e s i g n a te d  a  “ s a fe
a rea ”  by  t h e  U N  S e c u r i ty  Co u n c i l .  A  s m a l l ,  l i g h t l y  a r m e d  u n i t  o f  D u tch  p ea ce ke e p e r s  u n d e r
t h e  U N  f l a g  h a d  b e e n  u n a b l e  to  re s i s t  t h e  fa r  l a rg e r  B o s n i a n  S e r b  fo rce  t h a t  ove rra n  t h e  tow n .
H a u n te d  by  t h e i r  ex p e r i e n ce  a s  “ by s t a n d e r s ”  to  t h e  m a s s a c re ,  s o m e  o f  t h e s e  ve te ra n s  n ow
fe l t  co m p e l l e d  to  g o  to  U kra i n e  i n  o rd e r  to  “co m p e n s a te ”  fo r  t h e i r  p a s t  i n a c t i o n .
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Red Scarf and other
Stories
BY IVA JELUŠIĆ 

I t ’ s  b e e n  a  ye a r  s i n ce  I  f i n i s h e d  wo r k i n g  o n  t h e  Wa rFu n  p ro j e c t .
M a ny  d e ta i l s  I  fo u n d  a t  l e a s t  i n te re s t i n g  —  a n d  o f te n  i m p o r ta n t
—  fo r  u n d e r s ta n d i n g  t h e  n a t u re  o f  f u n  i n  wa r  f ro m  a n  a f fe c t i ve
p e r s p e c t i ve ,  d i d  n o t  m a ke  i t  i n to  t h e  f i n a l  a r t i c l e s .  S o m e  fo u n d
t h e i r  p l a ce  i n  t h e  v i s u a l  a rc h i ve ,  o t h e r s  re m a i n e d  u n re co rd e d .
M o re  i m p o r ta n t l y ,  w h i l e  w r i t i n g  tex t s  t h a t  a d h e re d  to  t h e
co nve n t i o n s  o f  a ca d e m i c  d i s co u r s e ,  I  o f te n  fe l t  t h a t  wa r  —  a n d
by  ex te n s i o n ,  f u n  i n  wa r  —  wa s  a l m o s t  i m p o s s i b l e  to  f u l l y  ex p re s s
i n  t h a t  f ra m ewo rk .  M a ny  p r i m a r y  s o u rce s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  e g o
d o c u m e n t s ,  s u g g e s te d  t h a t  wa r  wa s  a  t r u l y  ca r n i va l e s q u e
ex p e r i e n ce :  a n  o rg a n i s m  w h e re  e s ta b l i s h e d  c u s to m s  co l l a p s e ,
h i e ra rc h i e s  a re  i nve r te d ,  a n d  co n t ra d i c to r y  e m o t i o n s  —  j oy,
te r ro r ,  a b s u rd i ty ,  d e s i re  —  co ex i s t  i n  wa y s  t h a t  fe e l  u n re a l  a n d
v i v i d l y  p re s e n t .  S to r i e s  a n d  i m a g e s  t h a t  s ta ye d  w i t h  m e  we re  
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O n ce  u p o n  a  t i m e  l i ve d  a  m a n  w h o  h a d  p a re n t s ,  s i b l i n g s ,  n e p h ew s ,  t h e  w h o l e  s h e b a n g .  T h e n
h e  d i d n ’ t  h ave  t h e m  a ny m o re .  O n ce  u p o n  a  t i m e  h e  a l s o  h a d  f r i e n d s .  T h e n  s o m e  o f  t h e m  s h o t
a t  h i m .  A n d  s o m e  h e  c a r r i e d  u n d e r  t h e i r  f i re .  T h e n  c a m e  a  t i m e  w h e n  h e  h a d  to  m a ke  a
d i f f i c u l t  d e c i s i o n ,  a n d  h i s  wa s  to  j o i n  t h e  re s i s t a n ce .  H i s  n ew  f r i e n d s  a n d  fa m i l y  t a u g h t  h i m
to  s n ea k  a n d  h i d e  a n d  a l l  b u t  d i s a p p ea r  i n to  t h e  c i ty ’s  n o o ks  a n d  c ra n n i e s .  B e i n g  w h a t
a m o u n t s  to  a  wa r t i m e  u n d e rcove r  a g e n t  wa s  by  fa r  t h e  h a rd e s t  g i g  a  p e r s o n  co u l d  h ave  a n d ,
i n  a n  i m p ro b a b l y  s h o r t  t i m e ,  h e  co u l d n ’ t  eve n  co u n t  t h e  n u m b e r  o f  t i m e s  h e  ra n  f ro m  p o l i ce
o f f i ce r s  a n d  t h e i r  g u n s h o t s .  D e s p i te  a l l  t h e  e f fo r t ,  h i s  i d e n t i ty  b e c a m e  kn ow n  to  t h e
a u t h o r i t i e s  i n  a  m a tte r  o f  we e ks ,  s o  h e  wa s  d i s p a tch e d  i n to  t h e  wo o d s  i n  a n  a tte m p t  to
i m p rove  h i s  l i fe  ex p e c t a n cy…

Yo u ’ ve  p ro b a b l y  g u e s s e d  by  n ow  —  t h a t  m a n  wa s  m e .  O r  m ay b e  j u s t  o n e  ve r s i o n  o f  m e ,  f ro m
t h a t  t i m e .  W h a t  I ’ m  t r y i n g  to  s ay  i s  t h a t  t h e  wa r  ch a n g e d  my  l i fe .  I t  b e c a m e  i n f i n i te l y  wo r s e ,
o f  co u r s e .  A n d ,  a t  t i m e s ,  i t  a l s o . . .  s u rp r i s e d  m e .  Fo r  i n s t a n ce .  I  h ave  n eve r  e n j oye d  fo o d  a s
m u ch  a s  I  d i d  t h e n .  R e s o r t i n g  to  ea t i n g  t re e  b a rk  a n d  b a ke d  o p a n c i [ 1 ] ,  a s  I  d i d  o n  a  few
o cc a s i o n s ,  h a d  t h e  a b i l i ty  to  m a ke  t h e  f i r s t  p i e ce  o f  fo o d  –  w h e t h e r  i t  wa s  b rea d  a n d
ka j m a k[ 2 ] ,  f r i e d  e g g ,  o r  p l a i n  b a ke d  p o t a to ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i f  t h e re  wa s  s a l t  –  a n  i n tox i c a t i n g
ex p e r i e n ce .  T h e  p e o p l e  I  s h a re d  t h o s e  m ea l s  w i t h  s t i l l  e m a n a te  s o m e  o f  t h e  s a m e  a u ra ;  to
t h i s  d ay  t h ey  s m e l l  o f  b a k i n g  a n d  fe e l  l i ke  ch i l d l i ke  re l i e f .  Exce p t  t h e  m e m o r y  o f  t h e  g i r l  w i t h
a  s c a r f  e m b ro i d e re d  w i t h  ye l l ow  a n d  w h i te  f l owe r s .  W h i l e  I  wa s  re cove r i n g  i n  a  h o s p i t a l  i n  t h e
m o u n t a i n s ,  s h e  re g u l a r l y  b ro u g h t  co rn  b rea d  to  t h e  s i ck  a n d  wo u n d e d .  H e r  h a n d s  we re
b r u i s e d  f ro m  wo rk  a c t i o n s  a i m e d  a t  

d e m o l i s h i n g  ro a d s  –  t h o s e  few  t h a t  we  h a d  b a ck  t h e n  –  a n d  s h e  h a d  t h e  m o s t  b ea u t i f u l
s i n g i n g  vo i ce  I  h a d  eve r  h ea rd .  W h e n  s h e  wo u l d  s t a r t  a  s o n g ,  I  a l way s  j o i n e d  a l t h o u g h  I
c a n n o t  s i n g  to  s ave  my  l i fe .  I  h a d  n eve r  s u n g  s o  m u ch  a s  I  d i d  d u r i n g  t h o s e  we e ks  i n  t h a t
h o s p i t a l .  W h e n eve r  I  t h i n k  o f  h e r ,  I  re m e m b e r  s i t t i n g  i n  f ro n t  o f  t h e  h o s p i t a l ,  e n j oy i n g  t h e
l a te  s p r i n g  s u n ,  a n d  s i n g i n g .  

[ 1 ]  Tra d i t i o n a l  p ea s a n t  s h o e s  wo r n  i n  S E  E u ro p e .
[ 2 ]  C rea my  d a i r y  fo o d  m a d e  f ro m  m i l k  o f  cow s ,  s h e e p,  o r  g o a t s  i n  s o m e  B a l ka n  co u n t r i e s ,
M i d d l e  E a s t  a n d  Ce n t ra l  A s i a .  

 n o t  t h o s e  t h a t  a re  a n a l y t i ca l l y  n e a t ,  b u t  t h o s e  t h a t  fe l t  u n s e tt l i n g  a n d  p a i n f u l  a s  we l l  a s
f u n ny  o r  o d d l y  l i g h t .  T h ey  m a d e  m e  wo n d e r  w h e t h e r  a n o t h e r  k i n d  o f  s to r y te l l i n g  —  m o re
f ra g m e n te d ,  a f fe c t i ve ,  a n d  s u b j e c t i ve  —  m i g h t  g e t  c l o s e r  to  w h a t  wa r  ca n  fe e l  l i ke .  S o  n ow  —
w i t h o u t  rev i s i t i n g  t h e  re s e a rch  I  re a d ,  b u t  w i t h  a  s h o r t  l i s t  o f  s o u rce s  i n  t h e  e n d  —  I  a m
w ri t i n g  a  b r i e f  a cco u n t  i n s p i re d  by  t h e  s to r i e s  I  re a d .
A s  I  w i l l  s h o r t l y  d i s cove r ,  wo rd s  co n t i n u e  to  fa l l  s h o r t .  B u t  I  a m  s t i l l  s h a r i n g  t h e  o u tco m e .
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W h e n  I  wa s  d i s c h a rg e d  f ro m  t h e  h o s p i t a l ,  s h e  g ave  m e  t h a t  re d  s c a r f .  I t ’ s  fa d e d  a  b i t  n ow,
y ’s e e ,  a n d  t h e  f l owe r s  a re n ’ t  a l l  t h e re  a ny m o re ,  b u t  I  s t i l l  h ave  i t .  I ,  o n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  g ave
h e r  a  co py  o f  t h e  u n i t  n ew s p a p e r  i n  w h i ch  o n e  o f  my  p o e m s  wa s  p u b l i s h e d .  Pa t h e t i c ,  I  k n ow.
A n d  I  a s ke d  h e r  i f  s h e  wo u l d  wa i t  fo r  m e .  M a n ,  h e r  s m i l e  j u s t  t h e n .  M ay b e  t h e  q u e s t i o n  m a d e
u p  fo r  t h e  n ew s p a p e r s  a  l i t t l e .  O f  co u r s e ,  t h e  i n f i n i te l y  wo r s e  p a r t  a n d  t h o s e  s u rp r i s i n g
a s p e c t s  o f  my  n ew  l i fe  t h e n  g o t  s o m e  n ew  f l avo r s .  Pa r t i a l l y  b e c a u s e  s h e  s a i d  s h e  wo u l d .
Pa r t i a l l y  b e c a u s e  we  n eve r  g o t  t h e  ch a n ce  to  m e e t  i n  t h e  a f te r .  I n s tea d ,  we  m e t  i n  p r i s o n .
We l l ,  n o t  exa c t l y  m e t ,  b u t  fo r  a  b r i e f  m o m e n t ,  I  t h i n k ,  we  l a i d  eye s  o n  ea ch  o t h e r .

T h e  d ay  I  wa s  c a p t u re d  we  fo u g h t  t h i s  g rea t  b i g  b a tt l e .  T h e  w h o l e  p l a n  c a m e  d ow n  to  t h i s :
s u rp r i s e  t h e  e n e my  w h e n  a n d  w h e re  h e  d o e s  n o t  ex p e c t  u s .  A n d  we  d i d .  A t  f i r s t  l i g h t  we
s to r m e d  o u t  o f  o u r  cove r .  We  ra n  a s  fa s t  a s  o u r  l e g s  c a r r i e d  u s .  M a ny  s h o u te d .  A n d  ch e e re d ,
a n d  s c rea m e d ,  a n d  s c re e c h e d .  We  c h a rg e d  l i ke  i n  t h e  m ov i e s  a b o u t  t h e  wa r s  o f  t h e  p a s t .  L i ke
t h e  s ava g e s  f ro m  t h o s e  m ov i e s ,  o f  co u r s e .  I t  wa s  ex h i l a ra t i n g .  T h e  m o s t  exc i t i n g  p a r t  wa s
g e tt i n g  s o  c l o s e  to  t h e  e n e my  s o l d i e r s  a n d  s e e i n g  t h e  co n f u s i o n  o n  t h e i r  fa ce s .  To  s e e  t h a t
t h ey  c a n  b e  a f ra i d  to o .  A n d  to  s h o o t  a t  w i l l ,  w h i c h  we  we re  a l m o s t  n eve r  a l l owe d  to  d o .

I t  s e e m e d  to  m e  t h a t  we  c u t  d ow n  m o re  e n e my  s o l d i e r s  i n  t h a t  f i r s t  ch a rg e  t h a n  i n  t h e  e n t i re
m o n t h  o f  s k i r m i s h e s  b e fo re  t h a t .  I  s h o t  a t  eve r y t h i n g  t h a t  m ove d  i n  f ro n t  o f  m e  a n d  wa tc h e d
g u y s  w i t h  w i d e  eye s  t u m b l e  d ow n .  T h e i r  eye s  m a d e  m e  t h i n k  o f  c a r to o n s  I  wa tch e d  a s  a  k i d
a n d  I  wa n te d  to  l a u g h .  I  wo n d e re d  i f  i t  wa s  my  b u l l e t s  t h a t  ex t i n g u i s h e d  l i g h t  i n  t h e i r  eye s
a n d  I  wa n te d  to  c r y.  I  g u e s s  wa r  i s  t h e  s a m e  fo r  a l l  t h e  p o o r  o f  t h e  wo r l d .  I  co n t i n u e d  to  r u n
a n d  s h o o t  a n d  r u n  a n d  s h o o t  a n d  r u n  a n d  s h o o t  u n t i l  t h e re  wa s  n ow h e re  to  r u n  to .

A s  l u c k  wo u l d  h ave  i t ,  my  u n i t  b ro ke  away  f ro m  t h e  m a i n  b o d y  o f  o u r  fo rce s  a n d  fe l l  i n to  a
t ra p .  O n  a cco u n t  o f  a  d i s g r u n t l e d  e n e my  s o l d i e r  a n d  t h e  b u tt  o f  h i s  r i f l e ,  I  s p e n t  t h e  n ex t
h o u r s  u n co n s c i o u s  a n d ,  to g e t h e r  w i t h  a  b u n c h  o f  o t h e r  g u y s ,  wo ke  u p  i n  o n e  o f  t h o s e
m a ke s h i f t  p r i s o n s  –  co nve r te d  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  b u i l d i n g s  o f  t h e  p rev i o u s  g ove rn m e n t  –  t h a t  t h e
co u n t r y s i d e  a b o u n d e d  i n  a t  t h i s  t i m e .  I t  wa s  d a n k  a n d ,  d e s p i te  s o m e  b ro ke n  w i n d ow s ,  i t
s m e l l e d  o f  p i s s .  N o  s u r p r i s e s  t h e re .  A  h a m m e r  wa s  p o u n d i n g  away  i n  my  h ea d ,  co u r te sy  o f
t h e  a fo re m e n t i o n e d  š m a j s e r [ 3 ] .  O r  s o m e t h i n g  s i m i l a r .  B eyo n d  k n ow i n g  t h a t  G e r m a n  wea p o n s
we re  g o o d  a n d  I t a l i a n  we re  c ra p ,  I  d i d  n o t  rea l l y  c a re  to  l ea rn  m o re  a b o u t  t h e m .  A n d  my
s to m a ch  fe l t  l i ke  i t  wa s  f i l l e d  w i t h  m o l te n  l ava .  I ' ve  b e e n  to  p r i s o n  b e fo re ,  y ’ k n ow.  A n d  I ’ ve
h ea rd  t h a t  t h e  t rea t m e n t  i n  t h e  roya l  p r i s o n s  wa s  d ow n r i g h t  l e n i e n t  co m p a re d  to  t h e
t rea t m e n t  t h a t  p r i s o n e r s  ex p e r i e n ce d  n ow.  I  fe l t  l i ke  vo m i t i n g  eve n  b e fo re  I  m u s te re d  t h e
s t re n g t h  to  o p e n  my  eye s .  M ay b e  d u e  to  co n c u s s i o n ,  m ay b e  d u e  to  fea r .  H a rd  to  te l l .  

[ 3 ]  T h e  M P4 0  ( M a s c h i n e n p i s to l e  4 0 )  s u b m a c h i n e  g u n  d eve l o p e d  i n  N a z i  G e rm a ny  a n d  ex te n s i ve l y  u s e d  d u r i n g  Wo r l d  Wa r  I I .

I  co u l d  m a ke  o u t  t h e  fa i n t  m u r m u r  o f  co nve r s a t i o n .  I t  wa s  a  s to r y  I  k n ew  we l l .  “ T h e re  i s  t h i s
b o o k , ”  t h e  s p ea ke r  wa s  ex p l a i n i n g ,  “ T h e  G o o d  S o l d i e r  S c hwe i k .  I n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  s o m e  b a tt l e ,
S chwe i k  s aw  a  f l owe r .  A  fo rg e t- m e - n o t .  I t  c h e e re d  h i m  u p.  T h o s e  w i l d  s t raw b e rr i e s  c h e e re d  u s
u p. ”  I t  wa s  t h e  g u y  I  b a re l y  k n ew,  a  N ewco m e r  to  o u r  u n i t ,  t h a t  I  a te  s t raw b e r r i e s  w i t h  w h i l e
we  wa i te d  fo r  a n  a i r  ra i d  to  p a s s .  T h ey  fe l t  t a s t i e r  b e c a u s e  t h e re  we re  o n l y  t h e  two  o f  u s  i n
t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  h i d e o u t  a n d  n o  o n e  co u l d  d i s t u r b  o u r  u n ex p e c te d  l i t t l e  t rea t .  We  a te  w i l d
s t raw b e r r i e s  a n d  p e e re d  a t  t h e  s ky  w h i l e  h e  to l d  m e  a b o u t  S chwe i k  a n d  I  l a u g h e d .  I  m u s t
h ave  s m i l e d  w h i l e  l i s te n i n g  to  t h e  re te l l i n g  a s  we l l .  S o m e o n e  i n  t h e  g ro u p  n o t i ce d  I  wa s
awa ke  a n d  co m m o t i o n  a ro s e .  Fo r  a  m o m e n t  t h e re ,  I  fe l t  l i ke  i t  wa s  g o o d  to  b e  a l i ve .  I t  d i d  n o t
l a s t ,  t h o u g h .  

I  s o o n  l ea rn e d  t h a t  t h e  i n te r ro g a t i o n s  h a d  a l rea d y  b e g u n  t h a t  ve r y  f i r s t  n i g h t .  W h i l e  I  wa s
s t i l l  o u t ,  s eve ra l  we re  t a ke n  away.  A  few  h o u r s  l a te r ,  fewe r  c a m e  b a c k ,  a l l  b l o o d y  a n d
d i s o r i e n te d .  N ow,  w h e n  t h e  d ay l i g h t  wa s  s t a r t i n g  to  l o s e  i t s  i n te n s i ty  a g a i n  a n d  t h e  fea r
s t a r te d  s e e p i n g  i n ,  t h e  N ewco m e r  t rea te d  t h e  g ro u p  to  a  s to r y  a b o u t  s t raw b e r r i e s .
Co n s i d e r i n g  t h a t  we  d i d n ’ t  g e t  a ny t h i n g  to  ea t  t h a t  d ay,  i t  wa s  m o s t  f i t t i n g .  I  a l way s  fe l t
b e tte r  a f te r  t a l k i n g  a b o u t  fo o d .  I m a g i n a r y  fo o d ,  I  d a re  s ay,  wa s  b e tte r  t h a n  n o  fo o d  a t  a l l .
O t h e r s  m u s t  h ave  fe l t  t h e  s a m e  way,  a s  s eve ra l  m o re  vo l u n te e re d  t h e i r  wa r t i m e  a d ve n t u re s
w i t h  fo o d .  Eve n  o u r  n o r m a l l y  q u i e t  p ro c u re m e n t  o f f i ce r  a l l  o f  a  s u d d e n  fe l t  m o re  fa m i l i a r
w h e n  h e  d e t a i l e d  eve r y  l i t t l e  t h i n g  h e  l i ke d  a b o u t  h i s  w i fe ’s  co o k i n g  a n d  h ow  m a ny  t i m e s  o u r
co o k  g o t  t h e  s a m e  fo o d  co m p l e te l y  w ro n g .

W h e n  a n o t h e r  g ro u p  wa s  t a ke n  away  f ro m  o u r  ce l l  fo r  t h e  n i g h t ,  t h e  l i ve l i n e s s  s i m p l y  d ra i n e d
f ro m  t h e  co nve r s a t i o n .  We  s a t  o n  t h e  f l o o r  a n d  b e d s ,  ro l l e d  t h i n  c i g a re tte s  a n d  s m o ke d  w h i l e  
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t ra d i n g  i n fo rm a t i o n :  w h o  h a d  m a n a g e d  to  exc h a n g e  a  few  wo rd s  w i t h  t h e  g u a rd s ,  w h o  e l s e
wa s  h e re ,  w h a t  t h e  co n n e c t i o n s  we re  w i t h  t h e  o u t s i d e .  F i n a l l y ,  we  s l e p t .  

T h e  s l i g h te s t  s o u n d s  d i s t u r b e d  u s  a n d  we  we re  ea s i l y  awa ke n e d  by  t h e  key s  u n l o ck i n g  t h e
d o o r ,  fo l l owe d  by  t h e  b l i n d  s t u m b l i n g  o f  two  n ow  b a re fo o t  co m ra d e s .  We re  t h ey  fo o t  w h i p p e d
o r  h a d  t h e i r  n a i l s  b e e n  p u l l e d  o u t ,  I  wo n d e re d ?  W h a t  h a p p e n e d  to  t h e  o n e s  w h o  d i d  n o t
co m e  b a ck ?  S o m e o n e  s a i d  t h a t  t h ey  we re  h a rn e s s e d  to  a  h o r s e - d raw n  c a rr i a g e  b e c a u s e  t h e i r
i n te r ro g a to r s  fa n c i e d  a  wa l k  a ro u n d  t h e  p r i s o n .  Co u l d  t h a t  b e  t r u e?  M o s t  o f  a l l ,  I  wa s  t ro u b l e d
by  h ow  I  wo u l d  g e t  t h ro u g h  i t  w h e n  my  t i m e  co m e s .  Wi l l  I  b e  a b l e  to  ke e p  my  m o u t h  s h u t?

I t  t u rn e d  o u t  t h a t  t h e  wa l k  to  t h e  i n te r ro g a t i o n  ce l l  wa s  t h e  h a rd e s t  p a r t .  O n  t h e  way  t h e re ,
we  p a s s e d  s eve ra l  c l o s e d  d o o r s  a n d  o n e  o p e n  o n e .  B y  t h e  e n t ra n ce ,  I  c l ea r l y  re m e m b e r ,  s to o d
a  b a l d i n g  m o n key.  S m o k i n g  a n d  g r i n n i n g ,  h e  a s ke d  m e  i f  I  p l a n  to  b e  a s  s t u b b o rn  a s  h e r .
“ We ’ ve  b e e n  wo rk i n g  o n  h e r  fo r  d ay s  n ow,”  h e  s a i d .  “ We ’ re  o n  t h e  ve rg e  o f  b rea k i n g  t h a t  l i t t l e
b i tc h , ”  h e  s p a t  o u t  a t  t h e  e n d .  I n s i d e ,  I  co u l d  s e e  a  yo u n g  g i r l  h a n g i n g  u p s i d e  d ow n .  H e r
s u m m e r  d re s s  wa s  c r u m p l e d  a ro u n d  h e r  wa i s t ,  revea l i n g  h e r  l e g s ,  a l l  b l a c k  a n d  b l u e  f ro m  t h e
b ea t i n g s  s h e  e n d u re d .  I  d i d n ’ t  rea l l y  wa n t  to  l o o k  a t  h e r  fa ce ,  b u t  my  g a ze  s l i d  d ow n  o n  i t s
ow n .  U n d e r  t h e  g r i m a ce  —  I  t h o u g h t  s h e  m u s t  b e  d ea d  a l rea d y  —  I  s aw  t h e  fa ce  o f  t h e  g i r l
w h o  u s e d  to  c a r r y  fo o d  i n  a  re d  s c a r f ,  i n s p i re d  m e  to  s i n g  a n d  m a ke  a  fo o l  o f  my s e l f  i n  f ro n t
o f  my  co m ra d e s ,  a n d  m a d e  m e  w i s h  t h i s  wa r  wo u l d  e n d  s o o n e r .  Fo r  a  m o m e n t  i t  s e e m e d  to
m e  t h a t  o u r  eye s  h a d  m e t .  

W h o  k n ow s  w h a t  wo u l d  h ave  h a p p e n e d  –  wo u l d  I  h ave  t r i e d  to  h e l p  h e r ,  h a h a ,  c a n  yo u
i m a g i n e  w h a t  a  s t u p i d  m ove  t h a t  wo u l d  h ave  b e e n  –  i f  t h a t  m o n key  h a d n ’ t  t r i p p e d  m e .  I
s t u m b l e d  a n d ,  s i n ce  my  h a n d s  we re  t i e d ,  I  p l u n g e d  n o s e  f i r s t  i n to  t h e  co n c re te .  M e n  a ro u n d
m e ,  n o t  u n l i ke  c h i m p a n ze e s ,  s t a r te d  to  s n i g g e r .  Fo r  t h e m ,  a  n ew  ro u n d  o f  b a s e m e n t
m e r r y m a ki n g  wa s  a b o u t  to  b e g i n .  L a te r ,  w h e n  s o m e o n e  to l d  m e  h ow  s h o r t  t h e  i n te r ro g a t i o n
h a d  l a s te d ,  I  d i d n ’ t  k n ow  h ow  to  ex p l a i n  t h a t  I  h a d  l i ve d  my  e n t i re  l i fe  i n  t h o s e  few  h o u r s .
H oweve r ,  i t  t u r n e d  o u t  I  n e e d n ’ t  h ave  wo rr i e d  a b o u t  g i v i n g  away  a ny  i n fo r m a t i o n .  T h ey  ke p t
a s k i n g  a b o u t  t h e  p l a n s  o f  t h e  S u p re m e  H ea d q u a r te r s .  Eve n  i f  I  h a d  wa n te d  to  –  a n d  yo u  b e t  I
d i d  –  I  co u l d n ’ t  s h a re  a ny t h i n g  a b o u t  t h e m  a s  I  s i m p l y  d i d n ’ t  k n ow  a ny t h i n g .  B u t  t h e  p a i n
ke p t  co m i n g  i n  fo l d s ,  w ra p p i n g  m e  s o  t i g h t l y  I  co u l d  b a re l y  b rea t h e .  I  t r i e d  to  re m e m b e r
my s e l f  o u t s i d e  t h a t  ce l l .  I  t r i e d  to  re m e m b e r  h e r .  I  t r i e d  to  p ray  to  t h e  G o d  I  d i d n ’ t  b e l i eve  i n
t h a t  t h ey  wo u l d n ’ t  p u t  u s  i n  a  ro o m  to g e t h e r .  I  wo u l d  h ave  to l d  t h e m  eve r y t h i n g  I  eve r  kn ew,
eve n  i f  t h ey  d i d  n o t  a s k ,  i f  i t  m ea n t  t h a t  n o  o n e  wo u l d  to u ch  h e r .  

I  t h i n k  I  wo u l d  h ave  t r i e d  to  h u g  h e r .  A f te r  a n  e n t i re  l i fe t i m e ,  b a ck  i n  o u r  ce l l ,  t h e  o n l y  t h i n g
t h a t  co u l d  c a l m  t h e  j i t te r s  wa s  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  h ow  a  h u g  wo u l d  fe e l .  I  co u l d n ’ t  s l e e p .  I
s h u d d e re d  t h i n k i n g  w h a t  h a d  h a p p e n e d  to  h e r .  W h a t  wo u l d  h a p p e n  to  h e r .  A t  d aw n  I  b e g a n
to  s i n g .  A s  q u i e t l y  a s  I  p o s s i b l y  co u l d ,  I  s a n g  a l l  t h e  s o n g s  we  s a n g  i n  t h e  h o s p i t a l .  
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Pro p a g a n d a  s o n g s ,
wa r  s o n g s ,
m a rc h i n g  s o n g s ,
s o n g s  a b o u t  d ea t h
a n d  s o n g s  a b o u t
l ove .  I  s a n g  a l l  t h e
s o n g s  I  k n ew,  a n d
w h e n  t h e re  we re  n o
s o n g s  l e f t ,  I  s t a r te d
ove r .  B e h i n d  my
cl o s e d  eye s ,  I  s a t  i n
f ro n t  o f  t h e
h o s p i t a l ,  s h e  s a t
n ex t  to  m e ,  we  s a n g
a n d  s to l e  g l a n ce s  a t
ea c h  o t h e r  l i ke  two
k i d s  i n  a
s c h o o l ya rd .  I n  t h e
ce l l ,  N ewco m e r
a cco m p a n i e d  m e  i n
a  w h i s p e r ,  t h e  o t h e r
co m ra d e s  a s  we l l ,
s o m e t i m e s  j u s t  o n e  
o r  two,  s o m e t i m e s  a l l  o f  t h e m .  A n o t h e r  n i g h t  wa s  c re e p i n g  i n . Im
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I t  t u rn e d  o u t  t h a t  s h e  h a d  b e e n  h e re  fo r  we e ks .  T h ey  c a u g h t  h e r  w i t h  l ea f l e t s  t h a t  s h e  h a d
b e e n  d i s t r i b u t i n g  i n  t h e  s u r ro u n d i n g  v i l l a g e s .  S h e  wo u l d  n o t  a n swe r  t h e i r  q u e s t i o n s ,  a n d  t h e
m o re  s h e  ke p t  q u i e t ,  t h e  m o re  t h ey  b ea t  h e r .  I t  wa s  o n l y  a  m a tte r  o f  t i m e ,  t h e  o p i n i o n
p reva i l e d ,  b e fo re  s h e  wo u l d  d i e .  “ T h a t ’s  w h a t  h a p p e n s  w h e n  yo u  d o n ’ t  k n ow  yo u r  p l a ce , ”  o n e
g u y  s i g h e d .  

“ T h o s e  g o d  d a m n e d  s k i r t s  a g a i n , ”  h e  g ro a n e d  w h e n eve r  o u r  fe m a l e  co m ra d e s  we re
m e n t i o n e d .  H i s  i n d i g n a t i o n  o n l y  g rew  s t ro n g e r  w h e n  we  s t a r te d  c a l l i n g  h i m  S k i r t .  W h i c h  i s ,
a s  yo u ’ ve  p ro b a b l y  g u e s s e d ,  exa c t l y  w hy  we  s t i l l  c a l l  h i m  t h a t .  O f  co u r s e ,  h e  s t i l l  d i s a p p rove s
i t  a n d  s o  t h e  tea s e  co n t i n u e s .  O n l y  w i t h o u t  t h e  v i t r i o l .  H i s  s i s te r ,  l e t  m e  e m p l oy  t h o s e  p e s ky
a i r  q u o te s  n ow,  kn ew  h e r  p l a ce .  B u t  w h e n  t h ey  co u l d  n o t  rea ch  S k i r t ,  t h ey  re s o r te d  to
p u n i s h i n g  h e r .  S i n ce  t h e n ,  t h e  n i ck n a m e  S k i r t  wa s  j u s t  a  re m i n d e r  o f  a  p e r s o n  h e  h a d  o n ce
b e e n .
 I  m u s t  s ay,  S k i r t ’ s  i n d i g n a t i o n  wa s  a n  exce p t i o n  i n  p r i s o n .  O u t  i n  t h e  wo o d s …  i t  wa s  ea sy.
E a sy  to  re p ro a ch  g i r l s  a n d  wo m e n  w h o  j o i n e d  t h e  re s i s t a n ce  i n s tea d  o f  s t ay i n g  h o m e ,  eve n  i f
t h a t  h o m e  d i d  n o t  ex i s t  a ny m o re .  Ea sy  to  m o c k  t h e i r  wea kn e s s  o r  n a i ve té .  Ea sy  to  g e t
i nvo l ve d  to o ,  a l t h o u g h  i t  wa s  fo r b i d d e n .  E s p e c i a l l y  b e c a u s e  i t  wa s  fo rb i d d e n ,  m ay b e .  I t  m a d e
s ex  a n  u n d e rcove r  o p e ra t i o n ,  a n d  few  co u l d  re s i s t  t h e  te m p t a t i o n .  B u t  h e re  i n  p r i s o n ,  eve r y
n a s ty  d e t a i l  wa s  k n ow n .  T h e  g u a rd s  to l d  s to r i e s  t h a t  s o u n d e d  o u t ra g e o u s ,  a n d  t h e
i n te r ro g a to r s  wo rke d  to  l i ve  u p  to  t h e m ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  s e s s i o n s  w h e n  t h ey  wo u l d  ch o o s e  to
b ea t  m e n  a n d  wo m e n ,  b ro t h e r s  a n d  s i s te r s ,  l ove r s ,  to g e t h e r .  S o ,  I  d e c i d e d  to  ke e p  my  m o u t h
s h u t .  A n d  co u l d n ’ t .  I n  t h e  e n d ,  I  a s ke d  o n e  o f  t h e  f r i e n d l y  g u a rd s  to  s e n d  h e r  a  m e s s a g e .  I
d o n ’ t  kn ow  i f  i t  eve r  rea c h e d  h e r .  

I  wo u l d  h ave  m o re  ea s i l y  g o tte n  ove r  h e r  n o t  wa i t i n g  fo r  m e .

N o  o n e  h a d  k i n d  wo rd s  fo r  t h e  wo m e n  w h o  d i d n ’ t  wa i t .  J o ke s  a b o u t  t h e m  c a m e  e f fo r t l e s s l y ,
c r u e l .  L i ke ,  y ’ k n ow,  t h ey  s h o u l d  p ay  t h e i r  d u e s .  Eve r y  n ow  a n d  a g a i n  S k i r t ,  fo r  i n s t a n ce ,  wo u l d
co m e  u p  w i t h  a  wo m a n  h e  j u d g e d  fo r  b e l o n g i n g  to  t h i s  g ro u p  a n d  t h e re  wa s  a l way s  s o m e o n e
e l s e  w h o  wo u l d  t a ke  t h e  b a i t .  J u s t  p a s s i n g  t i m e ,  t h ey  wo u l d  p l ay  w i t h  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  h ow
s h o u l d  t h e  d u e s  b e  p a i d .  Eve n t u a l l y ,  s o m e  wo u l d  l eave ,  to  j e rk  o f f  o r  to  f i n d  s o m e o n e  w i l l i n g
to  d o  i t  fo r  t h e m ,  o t h e r s  wo u l d  g e t  b o re d  a n d  m ove  to  a  n ew  s u b j e c t .

B u t  n ow  I  kn ew.  I  wo u l d  h ave  way  m o re  ea s i l y  g o tte n  ove r  h e r  n o t  wa i t i n g  fo r  m e .

H ey,  d o n ' t  wo rr y,  t h e  d ea t h  o f  my  wa r t i m e  swe e t h ea r t  d i d n ’ t  r u i n  m e .  I  co u l d  l ove  a g a i n  a n d
h ave  a  b ea u t i f u l  fa m i l y ,  d o  a l l  t h e  t h i n g s  o n e  s h o u l d  d o .  Exce p t  fo r  s i n g i n g ,  I  g ave  u p  s i n g i n g
a f te r  t h a t  d ay  i n  p r i s o n .  I  l e f t  t h a t  p a r t  o f  m e  to  my  wa r t i m e  swe e t h ea r t .  Eve n  w h e n  t h e  wa r
d rew  to  a  c l o s e  a n d  v i c to r y  c a m e  a n d  eve r yo n e  s e e m e d  to  s i n g ,  I  re m a i n e d  s i l e n t .  S t i l l ,  I  c a m e
o u t  o n  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  i n  m u c h  b e tte r  s h a p e  t h a n  m a ny  o f  my  co m ra d e s .  Y ’s e e ,  o n l y  a  p a r t  o f
m e  d i d n ' t  re t u rn  f ro m  t h e  wa r ,  b u t  s o m e  re m a i n e d  t h e re  fo r  t h e  re s t  o f  t h e i r  l i ve s .  A n d  t h e s e
d ay s ,  i f  a nyo n e  t r i e s  to  e n co u ra g e  m e  to  s i n g ,  I  j u s t  p re te n d  n o t  to  h ea r  t h e m .  I ’d  ra t h e r  b e
r u d e  t h a n  m i s u n d e r s to o d .  O n l y  N ewco m e r  n eve r  a s ks .  A l t h o u g h  I  g u e s s  h e  i s  n o  l o n g e r  a
n ewco m e r ,  r i g h t .  Fo r  a  l o n g  t i m e  n ow,  h e  i s  m o re  l i ke  my  b ro t h e r .  A ny way,  h e  kn ow s  b e tte r .
H e  j u s t  o rd e r s  a n o t h e r  ro u n d  a n d  to g e t h e r  w i t h  o u r  co m ra d e s ,  b o t h  l i v i n g  a n d  d ea d ,  we
re co u n t  wa r t i m e  a d ve n t u re s  a n d  to a s t  to  h av i n g  s u r v i ve d  ye t  a n o t h e r  n i g h t .  
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Jacques Prévert’s
Anti-war Poetry
BY EVA JOHAIS

J a cq u e s  Préve r t  wa s  a  Fre n c h  p o e t  a n d  s c re e nw r i te r  (4  Fe b r u a r y  1 9 0 0  –  1 1  A p r i l  1 97 7 ) .  H e  q u i t
s c h o o l  o n ce  h e  h a d  co m p l e te d  h i s  p r i m a r y  e d u c a t i o n  a t  t h e  a g e  o f  f i f te e n  to  wo rk  i n  a  m a j o r
d e p a r t m e n t  s to re  i n  Pa r i s  a n d  wa s  co n s c r i p te d  fo r  m i l i t a r y  s e r v i ce  d u r i n g  t h e  F i r s t  Wo r l d
Wa r .  T h ro u g h o u t  h i s  l i fe ,  h e  co m b i n e d  a r t i s t i c  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  wo rk :  Préve r t  p a r t i c i p a te d
a c t i ve l y  i n  t h e  S u r rea l i s t  m ove m e n t  a n d  i n  a n  a g i t p ro p  t h ea te r  co m p a ny  t h a t  e s t a b l i s h e d  a
c i n e m a  i n  s u p p o r t  o f  t h e  l e f t -w i n g  a l l i a n ce  Fro n t  p o p u l a i re  [ Po p u l a r  Fro n t ]  t h a t  s h o r t l y
g ove rn e d  t h e  Fre n c h  R e p u b l i c  f ro m  1 93 6  to  1 93 8 .  H i s  o e u v re  t h e re fo re  fea t u re s  t h e
S u rrea l i s t ’ s  u n co nve n t i o n a l  a n d  p h a n t a s m a g o r i c  e l e m e n t s  b u t  a l s o  co nvey s  s h a r p  s o c i a l
c r i t i c i s m .  W h i l e  c l ea r l y  s u p p o r t i ve  o f  l e f t i s t  p o l i t i c s ,  i t  i s  t h e  m o s t  co n s p i c u o u s  fea t u re  o f  h i s
p o l i t i c a l  s t a n ce  t h a t  Préve r t  s t aye d  a  ra d i c a l  a n t i m i l i t a r i s t  a n d  p ea ce  a c t i v i s t  t h e re by
p rovo k i n g  a cc u s a t i o n s  b o t h  f ro m  t h e  p o l i tc a l  r i g h t  a n d  l e f t .
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Paroles_de_Jacques_Pr%C3%A9vert.jpg


Compla inte  du  fus i l lé

I l s  m ' o n t  t i ré  a u  m a u va i s  s o r t
 p a r  p i t i é

 J ' é t a i s  m a u va i s e  c i b l e
 l e  c i e l  é t a i t  s i  b l e u

 I l s  o n t  l evé  l e s  ye u x
 e n  i nvo q u a n t  l e u r  d i e u

 Et  ce l u i  q u i  s ' e s t  a p p ro c h é
 s e u l

 s a n s  s e  h â te r
 to u t  c o m m e  e u x

 u n  p e t i t  p e u  a  t i ré  à  cô té  
 à  cô té  d u  d e r n i e r  re s s o r t

  à  l a  g râ ce  d e s  m o r t s
 à  l a  g râ ce  d e  d i e u .

I l s  m ' o n t  t i ré  a u  m a u va i s  s o r t
 p a r  l e s  p i e d s

 e t  m ' o n t  j e té  d a n s  l a  c h a r re tte  d e s  m o r t s
 d e s  m o r t s  t i ré s  d e s  ra n g s
 d e s  ra n g s  d e  l e u r  v i va n t

 n u m é ro té
 l e u r  v i va n t  h o s t i l e  à  l a  m o r t

 Et  j e  s u i s  l à  p rè s  d ' e u x
 v i va n t  e n c o re  u n  p e u

 t u a n t  l e  te m p s  d e  m o n  m a l
 t u a n t  l e  te m p s  d e  m o n  m i e u x .

Elegy  of  th e  Sh ot  On e

T h ey  d r a g g e d  m e  i n to  b a d  fa te
 o u t  o f  p i ty

 I  wa s  a  b a d  t a rg e t
 t h e  s ky  wa s  s o  b l u e

 T h ey  l o o ke d  u p
 i nvo k i n g  t h e i r  g o d

 A n d  t h e  o n e  w h o  a p p ro a c h e d
 a l o n e

 w i t h o u t  h a s te
 j u s t  l i ke  t h e m

 h a s  m i s s e d  a  l i t t l e  b i t
 m i s s e d  t h e  l a s t  re s o r t

by  t h e  g ra ce  o f  t h e  d ea d  
 by  t h e  g ra ce  o f  G o d .  

T h ey  d r a g g e d  m e  i n to  b a d  fa te
 by  t h e  fe e t

 a n d  t h rew  m e  i n  t h e  c a r t  o f  t h e  d ea d
 d raw n  f ro m  t h e  ra n ks

 t h e  r a n ks  o f  t h e i r  l i v i n g  
 n u m b e re d

 t h e i r  l i v i n g  h o s t i l e  to  d ea t h
 A n d  I  a m  t h e re  w i t h  t h e m

 s t i l l  a  l i t t l e  a l i ve
 k i l l i n g  t h e  t i m e  o f  my  p a i n

 k i l l i n g  t h e  t i m e  t h e  b e s t  I  c a n .

( Ja cques  Préver t ,  Fatras ,  1966) (Trans lat ion  by  C laudia  &  Eva  Joha is )  
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Compla inte  Du Fus i l lé

T h e  p o e m  i s  a n  a cco u n t  o f  a n  exe c u t i o n  by  a  f i r i n g  s q u a d  t h a t  b e s p ea ks  t h e  a rb i t ra r i n e s s  o f
m i l i t a r y  v i o l e n ce  a n d  t h e  d i s re g a rd  fo r  t h e  va l u e  o f  h u m a n  l i fe .
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Le  d iscours  sur  la  pa ix

T h e  p o e m  c r i t i c i ze s  t h e  hy p o c r i sy  o f  s t a te s m e n ’s  way  o f  t a l k i n g  t h a t  i s  s u p p o s e d  to  o b s c u re
t h e  e co n o m i c  i n te re s t s  b e h i n d  m i l i t a r y  ve n t u re s .  

Image :  Ya l ta  Conference  1945 ,  Church i l l ,  S ta l in ,  Rooseve l t .  Wik imedia  Commons ,  Publ ic
Domain

 (Ja cques  Préver t ,  Paro les ,  1946)

Pea ce  ta lkLe  d iscours  sur  la  pa ix

(Trans lat ion  by  C laudia  &  Eva  Joha is )

Ve r s  l a  f i n  d ’ u n  d i s co u r s  ex t rê m e m e n t
i m p o r t a n t

l e  g ra n d  h o m m e  d ’ Ét a t  t ré b u c h a n t
s u r  u n e  b e l l e  p h ra s e  c re u s e

to m b e  d e d a n s
e t  d é s e m p a ré  l a  b o u ch e  g ra n d e  o u ve r te

h a l e t a n t
m o n t re  l e s  d e n t s

e t  l a  c a r i e  d e n t a i re
d e  s e s  p a c i f i q u e s  ra i s o n n e m e n t s

m e t  à  v i f  l e  n e r f  d e  l a  g u e r re
l a  d é l i c a te  q u e s t i o n  d ’a rg e n t .

B y  t h e  e n d  o f  a n  ex t re m e l y  i m p o r t a n t
s p e e ch

t h e  g rea t  s t a te s m a n  s t u m b l i n g
u p o n  a  n i ce  e m p ty  p h ra s e

fa l l s  i n to  i t
a n d  h e l p l e s s  w i t h  o p e n  m o u t h

p a n t i n g
s h ow s  t h e  te e t h

a n d  t h e  d e n t a l  c a r i e s
o f  h i s  p ea ce f u l  rea s o n i n g s

ex p o s e s  t h e  n e r ve  o f  t h e  wa r
t h e  d e l i c a te  q u e s t i o n  o f  m o n ey.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Yalta_Conference_1945_Churchill,_Stalin,_Roosevelt_(cropped_3-2).jpg
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	Image: Holger the Dane, CAMP, Havoc, Al Asad Airbase. Thomas Randrup Pedersen
	Viking pride: A tentative analysis
	”Well, I think, when the Americans look at us, then they think that we’re quite some Vikings...”
	Map and landscape reading
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	References and further reading
	Image 1: Reservist Championship discipline. Eva Johais
	Image 3: Reservist championship parkour. Eva Johais
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	This soldierly humor culture is particularly instructive for the study of international relations because soldiers are at the forefront of the everyday production of these relations during multinational operations or in other settings of transnational military cooperations. It is this assumption that motivates the following exploration of German soldiers’ international joking relationships. Empirically, it draws on a research project on soldier humor that entailed in-depth interviews and group discussions with thirty-five current or former members of the German armed forces (Bundeswehr), observations at social events of veteran associations, during visits to Bundeswehr facilities and at the Bundeswehr Day 2022 in Warendorf.
	The concept of joking relationships was originally coined by the British social anthropologist Alfred Radcliffe-Brown to describe a kind of ritualized banter in indigenous African societies. Joking relationships permit or require the persons involved to make fun of the other and thereby express mutual recognition of common “kinship or other types of social bonds” (Radcliffe-Brown 1952, 90; Apte 1985, 30). It is the ambiguity of humor that creates the possibility to reinforce and negotiate social hierarchies in a playful “combination of friendliness and antagonism” (Radcliffe-Brown 1952, 91). By joking, soldiers acknowledge each other as members of the same – the soldier – kin. At the same time, the special configuration of the respective joking relationship reveals soldiers’ geopolitical conceptions.
	The contribution will first sketch German soldiers’ conception of the ‘shameful self’, that is the concerns regarding the use of humor in multinational setting. Afterwards, it examines German soldiers’ joking relationships with their American, British, and French kin.
	The shameful self
	Image 3: Reservist championship parkour. Eva Johais
	The main framework for the Federal Republic of Germany’s military collaboration is the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). In the context of the NATO alliance, humor is frequently used as an icebreaker in first encounters with new counterparts from allied forces and to loosen up lessons during multinational trainings (Interview 17.10.2022). And it is traditional practice that jokes lampoon national character traits. Illustrative of that, NATO appropriated as early as 1988 a cartoon about the reputed characteristics of the alliance’s members and turned it into official greeting cards sold at the NATO headquarters and a table mat for an official NATO dinner (Lambiek Comiclopedia 2025)[1] Another variant of this genre is the joke about a ‘good NATO’ in which the different nationals have tasks commensurate with their special skills – British policemen, German engineers, Italian cooks – and a ‘bad NATO’ with reversed roles (Interview 17.10.2022).
	German soldiers are, however, reluctant to blend in with their foreign comrades by joining in the laughter. The reason is the feeling of grief and shame that Germans have cultivated as the dominant collective emotions in the commemoration of the Second World War (Näser-Lather 2018, 109–10). Or as a soldier put it: “We Germans think a lot more about this historical background than other nations” (Interview 17.10.2022). The historical burden puts German soldiers in delicate situations:  “It is always difficult for a German if historical jokes come up – as is common practice at NATO. For instance, a Dutch once asked me: ‘How long does it take from Berlin to Amsterdam?’ ‘No idea,‘ I replied. And he said: ‚Five days by tank.‘[1] *laughs briefly* Can be funny or not. It was funny for him but for me – wearing a German uniform – it was unacceptable to show that I find it funny. Perhaps we would have laughed together if in twos. But you never know how the third nation in the room perceives it. And then you always appear as the reluctant German who cannot laugh.”
	Due to the historical responsibility, German soldiers exert a self-control that is at odds with humor (Interview 17.10.2022):  “The essence of humor is to react without thinking and laugh out spontaneously or not. Even though in this case the Dutch mocked himself, it is difficult. You start thinking and that makes it technical. And I think that’s why we Germans bear the stamp ‘unfunny’.”
	The self-control in jovial multinational get-together is thus a real social handicap and reinforces the stereotype of the dour Germans.
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	The English lettering is allegedly translated in Persian or Arabic. However, it only takes letters from the Persian/Arabic alphabet that resemble the Latin letters instead of transferring the meaning in another language. The lettering encircles the image of a crusader – it can be guessed that his breastplate bears a cross – who holds a haunch in his raised hand.
	Another example of institutional prudence demonstrates that well-meant can be the opposite of well done and illustrates the risks of wordplays in multinational settings (Interview 15.06.2022): In face of an imminent deployment to Afghanistan, the general of the 1. armoured division wanted to boost morale and camaraderie and initiated a competition for an official patch design.[3] The competition’s objective was an inclusive design that would praise the division’s pride but not hurt anybody’s feelings and, hence, all proposals that were too martial or pretentious were rejected. In the end, the general approved of a design that was little inventive – and thereby not offensive: it displayed an abbreviation of the division’s official name “Die 1”. In German, “die” is the feminine form of the definite article. For a German, the patch thus simply says “the first”. An American soldier was, however, amazed about this open prompt – or even curse – to “die first” when he caught sight of a German officer wearing the new patch: “You Germans really have the guts!” To him, the patch must have signalled that German soldiers were steely determined to beat any adversaries in a battle of life and death. In his effort to reconcile fun with control, the general had missed the literal meaning for English-speakers. And the end of the story confirmed the national stereotype once more: While the other nations were laughing, the German command prohibited and destroyed the patch immediately.
	The big brother
	On this occasion, the American soldier displayed more sense of humor than the Germans – probably precisely because the patch signalled an unexpected audacity. But apart from this exception humor has never been among the characteristics attributed to American soliders. Instead, ‚the American‘ represented the all-powerful big brother bursting with an abundance of consumer goods and facilities and excelling in operational efficiency.[4] However, the tribute paid for that is poisoned by conceit toward the lack of culture and intellect. The equation of ‘American’ with consumer culture strikes, for instance, from threads of the ‘Bundeswehrforum’[5] where it is used as an established term for the supply with a multitude of services and facilities. And in one of my interlocutors triggered the memory of the Bagram Air Base in Afghanistan a veritable storm of enthusiasm (Interview 22.07.2022):  “The Americans had a PX[5] and a shop. They had a city! *tone of voice gets louder and increasingly excited* They had a pizzeria! They had everything! You became crazy! I thought I’m in cockaigne!”
	The American dream was so attractive that the informal practice of ‘Jukuhu’ tours to American bases developed:
	“‘Jukuhu‘ [pron. yookoohoo] was the codeword for ‘I don’t have a relevant order but I really want to go there because I must buy food or something else’.
	With the codeword, soldiers camouflaged their desire amidst the regular radio communication and the practice was eventually captured in a patch displaying the ‘Jukuhu’ owl.
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	“For the British, humor is a national sport. They are unbeatable when it comes to black humor and it has always intellectual depth.”
	Laughing in Times of Violence
	A woman’s voice asks, “What babies? Say again,” to which the man replies, “No, maybe I kill a girl she was twelve but I looking for a baby.” The video picked up by ‘Yazmine’ was published at a time when international media was focusing on the fate of young children and babies in Gaza, while Israeli shows and press (although certainly not all) were downplaying the number of victims mentioned in international press and by the UN. “There are no babies left in Gaza” is a slogan that has been repeated several times, for example, also by Israeli football fans during the clash in Amsterdam in November 2024. Responses to Yazmine’s TikTok repost are interesting as they show a strong dehumanization of this Israeli soldier and Israeli soldiers more generally. Most respondents to the video take the soldier’s words literally and seriously. Among the more than 4500 mostly shocked comments, the words “disgusting” and “nazi” were very frequently used. Could it be that these shocking responses and disgust arise not only from the violent image that emphasizes the asymmetry between perpetrators and victims but also because this asymmetry is deepened by the smiles of the perpetrators? These pictures lend themselves well to being reactivated in different or in later historical contexts, as meaningful references to ingroup suffering and outgroup bias. They also lend themselves to reversing the asymmetrical relationship expressed in the photographs, denying the perpetrators their humanity or portraying them as inhumane and incomprehensible.
	As mentioned above, most pictures and video footage are created by those belonging to the perpetrator group. Sometimes, pictures and videos are designed to tease or shock. At other times, they aim to demonstrate to the home front what the warriors do to the despised enemy. Interpretations of laughing perpetrators show strong positionalities, disidentifying with the perpetrator’s emotions and actions, which easily leads to the dehumanization of the perpetrator and blocks understanding. However, this iconic dehumanization of the laughing perpetrator not only mystifies perspectives on what violence is and how to prevent it but also risks contributing to the same binary interpretation and dehumanizing dynamics that might have created the setting in which the perpetrator laughed. Taking emotions seriously, recognizing them, and understanding them is an important step to understanding violence and possibly to preventing it. After all, the emotion of being cheerful at another’s misfortune is, as we have seen, an all too human emotion.

	References
	The Presence-Absence of Violence in Perpetrator Research BY HEIDI MOGSTAD AND EVA VAN ROEKEL
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	“states monopolize violence through the Armed Forces, while civilians claim they have nothing to do with it. In reality, it’s murkier”
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	coming together of a “we” that takes place through humor in this, you know, particular kind of tragic moment.
	EJ: It's great that you already started with an example that anticipates some of the things that I would like to ask maybe a bit more broadly. So, the things that you mentioned that you found interesting here about humor are this affective dimension, the community building effects, the questions of identity, and anxiety management. Can you maybe elaborate a bit more generally apart from the specific example, what do you think that we can learn specifically when we focus on humor to understand world politics?
	JB: So, I guess in our research we animate several themes that keep recurring. One of the primary themes that allows this research project to unfold is the issue of humor and global politics. And as you know, we're part of a loose network around humor and global politics, and there are lots of people coming at this question in different ways.

	“But I think one of the recurring themes regarding humor is the lack of seriousness, the everyday nature of it, the idea that it is just a joke.”
	It's just something that people do for fun. It can be quite disarming. It can be - in the terms of your research project - just fun. And so, we tend to think about humor that it is not really about politics, that it is not really a political moment. And that is great for us because the second you define an area as unpolitical is a very political moment. You say: this doesn't matter, this is low politics, this is not serious. And for us, that is part of the reason why humor has proliferated quite easily across the kind of the mediatized spectacle of global politics, to almost become like an everyday language.
	It's the way we talk about politics, the way we talk about or satirize politicians, it's the way we learn about events through things like memes, it's the way we, in a sense, act sometimes politically, if we take part in a hashtag, or if we have a pile on a particular politician, like, for instance, Liz Truss. On the other hand, it has for us also become a focus for coming back to how politicians then mobilize humor as a tool of communication. So we're interested in things like digital diplomacy. The prevalence of humor in global politics is right there in the social media accounts of politicians and institutions. They ncreasingly use humor to communicate some notion of relatability, some notion of authenticity. I think Obama was kind of a pioneer in this. But also, to critique other political actors and ideas, and we kind of see this prominently with someone like Donald Trump, who's quite happy to satirize enemies and friends alike, and to their face sometimes. And so for that, for us then, there's something about humor and the fun of it and the circulation of it that means that we can all partake in politics, and we therefore kind of explore ideas that humor can be a participatory form, that we can all participate in humor. And here we might, for instance, cite your own work, Eva, on participatory warfare, and the way in which people got very excited and memed for Ukraine through things like NAFO, the North Atlantic Fella Organization. In our own work, we've looked at the way in which MAGA[1] humor has become a kind of a decentralized way of participating the politics of supporting Donald Trump. And so, with this proliferation, with this participatory nature, with this sense of an inclusive politics, we therefore are able to look at the more ontological aspects. What is the ontological politics of identity, of discipline, and indeed of resilience that's going on in these moments?
	CB: That was a very comprehensive response from James. So, I would just add to that is that one of the things that gets pulled out there is the way in which humor helps us understand the way in which international politics takes place across different levels
	We tend to think of international politics as sort of rarefied rounds of state-to-state relations.


	“What you get with humor is the talking of elites to ordinary people”
	and the experience of the international at the level of the everyday. And it's not always top down, it's often bottom up as well. So, I think we would suggest, along with others, that humor - as kind of turbo boosted somewhat through the advent of social media - is transforming to some degree the way in which international politics takes place, but is also experienced and who experiences it.
	JB: So, there are critical scholars, Berlant and Ngai[2], who talk about comedification of politics. And I guess we're very much inspired by that. We're looking at the comedification of global politics and how that becomes then a productive area of research questions that we seek to unpick.
	EJ: Thank you. So, if I may summarize: what I got from your response are two points. The first is that you emphasize that kind of the seriousness of humor, that humor is not the opposite of serious politics, but that it has its own politics and is a relevant entry point into understanding politics and world politics in particular. And the second, related aspect is what are the specific qualities of the politics of humor? So, and here I learned from your response that it is particularly well suited to explore the everyday politics of the international in contrast to a focus on the formal politics of institutions, organizations, actors. Did I get that right or do you want to clarify that?
	CB: No, I think that's right. But it's also interesting - as James has
	pointed to - how at the level of the formal, there is increasingly an adoption of humor. So, we can talk about strategic humor in diplomatic practice, for example. And, for example, a few years ago, NATO produced a kind of research document, which was analyzing Russia's use of humor as a part of its hybrid warfare. And the document was essentially concerned with trying to think about how to respond to the effects of  humor on target populations be that Russian domestic population or targeted Western publics. So, there's an intriguing aspect to this document where NATO is trying to deconstruct how to tell a joke and and how to respond with their own forms of strategic humor. So, you get the formal [politics] sort of embracing very everyday modes of communication as part of strategic diplomacy.
	EJ: Okay, then I think we could add this third aspect. So first, there are the conceptual, methodological reasons why it is useful to focus on humor: that it is a form of politics in its own right. And second, it is particularly well suited to look into how we all participate in politics, and how politics work its way downwards and upwards to everyday practices and communication. And then thirdly, what you now just set out, amounts to me up to a kind of time diagnostic: that there's indeed a new role of humor in global politics. So, this is something- I would say - what you or what we have learned through this focus on humor in world politics. And I mean, there are other examples regarding the role of irony and also in relation to this fake news debate, because humor has this ambiguity. And – as you just mentioned the NATO document - I remember a NATO strategy paper on memetic warfare[3], which also discusses this idea of using the humorous qualities, but also the dynamics of social media for information warfare. So, do you want to add something else on this question of what we have already learned through this focus on humor in terms of an increasing role of comedification of world politics?
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	“the UK has identified with Ukraine through humor, Ukraine has also promoted this vicarious identification through humor.”
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	contested nature also says quite a lot about the UK and the US. And it says that we're really unsure. We really don't know how to support those things we  value – “human rights, democracy, solid sympathy with vulnerability, etc., etc. Because the case is - I don't know if this is a controversial thing to say - the case is complex and very difficult and awful and tragic. And it's quite hard to decipher the politics of it. So, we start with that idea, that provocative idea that it's not as much fun. But then humor is not absent. (...) And that's really interesting for us to trace the lines of what humor does, because - again, in terms of the comparison - there's arguably a similar amount, if not more, military support by the US and UK for Israel in its practices in Gaza.
	EJ: Compared to Ukraine.
	JB: Yeah. But there isn't a similar level of state-declared vicarious identification with the cause. There was at the start, Joe Biden referred to it as fifteen ‘Nine-elevens’. So, expressing the trauma of the original October the 7th actions in terms of 9/11, a very American tragedy. In the UK, the British government began lighting up the houses of Parliament and Number 10 in Downing Street[5] in the colors of Israel to express solidarity. But then very quickly started to tone it down. And so, what we've seen, I think, is a kind of a general sense that, yes, the vicarious identification is contested. There are a lot of people who express sympathy with October the 7th, but there are a lot of people that think the cause of Palestine is more complicated and longer than simply October the 7th. So, what we've seen instead is a kind of a disciplinary humor where the identification with the cause of Palestinians is largely recognized as legitimate. But identification with Hamas has been regularly questioned and derided as a potential excess of this vicarious identification. So, the humor we're interested in has been the ridicule of these kind of excessive moments of identification with Palestinians. You might remember some of the tweets by academics at the time that said, what did you think decolonization was about?
	Vibes, papers, essays, losers. You might remember the Black Lives Matter tweeted out and said it supported Palestine and used an effigy of a paraglider. And in fact, the paraglider which was used to fly into Israel on October 7th has been something of a symbol for pro-Palestine solidarities. And we would defer to our colleague Helle Malmvig who has been looking at the various ways in which humor has been used to simplify the politics, to show solidarity with a kind of an asymmetric fight, a resistance fight where you have to use tools like hang gliders and so forth. So, if you think of the example of the US: historically, the US has had a strong identification with Israel because it's like a heroic state for the US. The US, which would lose wars like Vietnam, could always look to Israel and see a country that would win its wars. There was an identification with the cause of Jewish Israelis in relation to Zionism and responses to the Holocaust. But that's somewhat of a generational thing. And this generation is exposed to things like social media, where they see kind of regular acts of violence in Gaza. And the humor that has evolved around this has been along those lines to almost police pro-Palestinian vicarious identification through ridicule, that you are being childish, you are seeking to cosplay as Gazans yourself. There was a number of jokes during the occupation of Columbia University[6] that suggested that the students were essentially performance or theater studies students who were dressing up and cosplaying as refugees themselves and they were asking for humanitarian aid and so forth. So, there's this kind of ridicule and of putting down these groups. Of course, Joe Biden referred to the protesters as un-American. And within this, we would say there are certainly some reactionary elements. So, it's interesting that the far right, people like Tommy Robinson, have got involved with one of the classic double standards or what's a boundary-type argument where
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	However, it is important to note that such atonement does not necessarily take the form of humanitarian or non-violent action; it may also involve participating in the war as soldiers. A Dutch scholar I later spoke with told me he had met several veterans who had served with the UN during the Srebrenica massacre. The 1995 genocide, perpetrated by the Bosnian Serb army, resulted in the killing of more than 8,000 men and boys, the displacement of thousands, and the destruction of entire communities in Srebrenica—designated a “safe area” by the UN Security Council. A small, lightly armed unit of Dutch peacekeepers under the UN flag had been unable to resist the far larger Bosnian Serb force that overran the town. Haunted by their experience as “bystanders” to the massacre, some of these veterans now felt compelled to go to Ukraine in order to “compensate” for their past inaction.
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	When I was discharged from the hospital, she gave me that red scarf. It’s faded a bit now, y’see, and the flowers aren’t all there anymore, but I still have it. I, on the other hand, gave her a copy of the unit newspaper in which one of my poems was published. Pathetic, I know. And I asked her if she would wait for me. Man, her smile just then. Maybe the question made up for the newspapers a little. Of course, the infinitely worse part and those surprising aspects of my new life then got some new flavors. Partially because she said she would. Partially because we never got the chance to meet in the after. Instead, we met in prison. Well, not exactly met, but for a brief moment, I think, we laid eyes on each other.
	The day I was captured we fought this great big battle. The whole plan came down to this: surprise the enemy when and where he does not expect us. And we did. At first light we stormed out of our cover. We ran as fast as our legs carried us. Many shouted. And cheered, and screamed, and screeched. We charged like in the movies about the wars of the past. Like the savages from those movies, of course. It was exhilarating. The most exciting part was getting so close to the enemy soldiers and seeing the confusion on their faces. To see that they can be afraid too. And to shoot at will, which we were almost never allowed to do.
	It seemed to me that we cut down more enemy soldiers in that first charge than in the entire month of skirmishes before that. I shot at everything that moved in front of me and watched guys with wide eyes tumble down. Their eyes made me think of cartoons I watched as a kid and I wanted to laugh. I wondered if it was my bullets that extinguished light in their eyes and I wanted to cry. I guess war is the same for all the poor of the world. I continued to run and shoot and run and shoot and run and shoot until there was nowhere to run to.
	As luck would have it, my unit broke away from the main body of our forces and fell into a trap. On account of a disgruntled enemy soldier and the butt of his rifle, I spent the next hours unconscious and, together with a bunch of other guys, woke up in one of those makeshift prisons – converted institutional buildings of the previous government – that the countryside abounded in at this time. It was dank and, despite some broken windows, it smelled of piss. No surprises there. A hammer was pounding away in my head, courtesy of the aforementioned šmajser[3]. Or something similar. Beyond knowing that German weapons were good and Italian were crap, I did not really care to learn more about them. And my stomach felt like it was filled with molten lava. I've been to prison before, y’know. And I’ve heard that the treatment in the royal prisons was downright lenient compared to the treatment that prisoners experienced now. I felt like vomiting even before I mustered the strength to open my eyes. Maybe due to concussion, maybe due to fear. Hard to tell.
	I could make out the faint murmur of conversation. It was a story I knew well. “There is this book,” the speaker was explaining, “The Good Soldier Schweik. In the middle of some battle, Schweik saw a flower. A forget-me-not. It cheered him up. Those wild strawberries cheered us up.” It was the guy I barely knew, a Newcomer to our unit, that I ate strawberries with while we waited for an air raid to pass. They felt tastier because there were only the two of us in that particular hideout and no one could disturb our unexpected little treat. We ate wild strawberries and peered at the sky while he told me about Schweik and I laughed. I must have smiled while listening to the retelling as well. Someone in the group noticed I was awake and commotion arose. For a moment there, I felt like it was good to be alive. It did not last, though.
	I soon learned that the interrogations had already begun that very first night. While I was still out, several were taken away. A few hours later, fewer came back, all bloody and disoriented. Now, when the daylight was starting to lose its intensity again and the fear started seeping in, the Newcomer treated the group to a story about strawberries. Considering that we didn’t get anything to eat that day, it was most fitting. I always felt better after talking about food. Imaginary food, I dare say, was better than no food at all. Others must have felt the same way, as several more volunteered their wartime adventures with food. Even our normally quiet procurement officer all of a sudden felt more familiar when he detailed every little thing he liked about his wife’s cooking and how many times our cook got the same food completely wrong.
	When another group was taken away from our cell for the night, the liveliness simply drained from the conversation. We sat on the floor and beds, rolled thin cigarettes and smoked while
	It turned out that she had been here for weeks. They caught her with leaflets that she had been distributing in the surrounding villages. She would not answer their questions, and the more she kept quiet, the more they beat her. It was only a matter of time, the opinion prevailed, before she would die. “That’s what happens when you don’t know your place,” one guy sighed.
	“Those god damned skirts again,” he groaned whenever our female comrades were mentioned. His indignation only grew stronger when we started calling him Skirt. Which is, as you’ve probably guessed, exactly why we still call him that. Of course, he still disapproves it and so the tease continues. Only without the vitriol. His sister, let me employ those pesky air quotes now, knew her place. But when they could not reach Skirt, they resorted to punishing her. Since then, the nickname Skirt was just a reminder of a person he had once been.  I must say, Skirt’s indignation was an exception in prison. Out in the woods… it was easy. Easy to reproach girls and women who joined the resistance instead of staying home, even if that home did not exist anymore. Easy to mock their weakness or naiveté. Easy to get involved too, although it was forbidden. Especially because it was forbidden, maybe. It made sex an undercover operation, and few could resist the temptation. But here in prison, every nasty detail was known. The guards told stories that sounded outrageous, and the interrogators worked to live up to them, especially in sessions when they would choose to beat men and women, brothers and sisters, lovers, together. So, I decided to keep my mouth shut. And couldn’t. In the end, I asked one of the friendly guards to send her a message. I don’t know if it ever reached her.
	I would have more easily gotten over her not waiting for me.
	No one had kind words for the women who didn’t wait. Jokes about them came effortlessly, cruel. Like, y’know, they should pay their dues. Every now and again Skirt, for instance, would come up with a woman he judged for belonging to this group and there was always someone else who would take the bait. Just passing time, they would play with the possibilities of how should the dues be paid. Eventually, some would leave, to jerk off or to find someone willing to do it for them, others would get bored and move to a new subject.
	But now I knew. I would have way more easily gotten over her not waiting for me.
	Hey, don't worry, the death of my wartime sweetheart didn’t ruin me. I could love again and have a beautiful family, do all the things one should do. Except for singing, I gave up singing after that day in prison. I left that part of me to my wartime sweetheart. Even when the war drew to a close and victory came and everyone seemed to sing, I remained silent. Still, I came out on the other side in much better shape than many of my comrades. Y’see, only a part of me didn't return from the war, but some remained there for the rest of their lives. And these days, if anyone tries to encourage me to sing, I just pretend not to hear them. I’d rather be rude than misunderstood. Only Newcomer never asks. Although I guess he is no longer a newcomer, right. For a long time now, he is more like my brother. Anyway, he knows better. He just orders another round and together with our comrades, both living and dead, we recount wartime adventures and toast to having survived yet another night.
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